
Mystical Rationalization of the Commandments in the 
Prophetic Kabbalah of AbrahamAbulafia 

Elliot R. Wolfson 

In the fast decades there have appeared a number of important studies on 
ta'a~nei ha-rnipvot in kabbalistic literature as weU as critical editions of 
some key te~ts.~Areiatively negiected area of study in the history of medi- 
eval Jewish mysticism has rhus begun to receive the scholarly attention 
that it deserves. These studies, however, have dealt almost exclusively 
with the issue from the vantage point of theosophic kabbalah. There has 
been a conspicuous lack of attention to this topic in other types of mystical 
expression, including most importantly the prophetic-ecstatic kabbalah of 
Abraham Abulaf~a. This is not surprising inasmuch as Abulafia's volumi- 
nous corpus in general has not received as much scholarly attention as the 
works of theosophic kabbalah, with the obvious exception of Moshe Idel 
who has published a host of articles and books on Abulafia and his school 
of thought. Indeed, to the best of my knowledge, the only scholar who has 
dealt in any substantial manner with the subject of {a'amei ha-rnipof in 
the prophetic kabbalah has been Idel. 

Basically, two elements in Abulafla's treatment of this topic have 
been emphasized by Idel. The first concerns the fundamental difference 
in attitude of the theosophic and the prophetic kabbalists. For theosophic 
kabbalists performance of m i p o t  is itself one of the main paths to 
spiritual fulfillment, whereas for Abulafia and his disciples the mystical 
path consists primarily of the practices of letter-combination and per- 
mutation of the divine names, which have little to do with the traditional 



 commandment^.^ Abulafra's approach can be called "nomian" because he 
accepts the claim that theTorah and its laws are immutable, yet it is decidedly 
"anomian" for the traditional rituals are not the means to achieve the desired 
state of communion, which is the ultimate goal of human existence." 
"This type of intellectual mysticism," writes Idel, "needs, theoretically 
speaking, neither the halakhic way of life, nor the Jewish community as a 
means far its consummation; the techniques of Abulafia are non-halakhic 
ways of cleaving to God, and they can be perfectly exercised only in 
complete ~olitude."~ In support of his contention that the attitude of the 
theosophic and the prophetic kabbalah is radically different with regard to 
the issue of the value assigned to the commandments within a mystical 
ideology, Idel notes that at the very time that fa'amei ha-mipot  flour- 
ished as a literary genre amongst theosophic kabbalists, some of the major 
exponents of prophetic kabbalah, to wit, Abulafia and Isaac of Acre, 
&d not write systematic works explaining the kabbalistic reasons for 
the commandments. Idel concludes from this fact that the prophetic 
kabbalah "by its nature did not have an independent interpretation of the 
mip~ot."~ 

T note, parenthetically, that to a degree this insight was already anti- 
cipated by Gershom Scholem who remarked that the meditational tech- 
niques promulgated in AbulaF~a's manuals could be "practiced so easily as 
to go far beyond his intentions; the point is that althoughAbulafia himself 
neverthought of going beyond the pale of rabbinic Jewry, his teachings 
can be put into effect by practically everyone who triesw6 Scholem further 
surmised that one of the reasons why kabbalists refrained from publishing 
the works of Abulafia was "to eliminate the danger that people might go in 
for ecstatic adventures without due preparation and lay dangerous claims 
to visionary powers." Impficit in Abulafra's writing, therefore, is the 
"ever-present danger of a clash between the mystical revelation and that of 
Mount Sinai."7 It is evident that Scholem's characterization is related to 
his larger claim, which he repeats on vafious occasions in his scholarly 
writings, that the mystical experience is essentially formless and thus po- 
tentially at odds with the established forms of normative tradition.% The 
mystic, operating within a particular religious context, must negotiate this 
potential tension by hermeneutically transmuting the tradition from 
within. The task of "mystical religion," therefore, is "to transform the God 
whom it encounters in the peculiar religious consciousness of its own soci- 
al environment from an object of dogmatic knowledge into a novel and 
living experience and intuiti~n."~ 

In. the continuation of the passage from which the above extracts 
concerning Abulafia were drawn, Scholem remarked that "lay mystics - 
self-aught and untutored by Rabbinism - have always been a potential 
source of heretical thought. Jewish mysticism tried to meet this danger by 
stipulating in principle that entry into the domain of mystical thought and 
practice should be reserved to rabbinic scl~olars."~~ In the case ofAbulafia, 
however, the prophetic kabbalah evolved independently of rabbinic 
scholasticism. Scholem contrasts Abulafia and several of the leading 
theosophic kabbalists of the thirteenth century (Moses Nz&nanides and 
Solomon ben Abraham ibn Adret) on the grounds that he was not an ac- 
complished rabbinic scholar. At a later stage in this study I will challenge 
Scholem's assumpnon that AbulaFra's mysticism potentially coaflicts 
with rabbinic nomianism. For the moment it is important to emphasize 
that both Scholem and Idel, whatever the important differences between 
them, have stressed that in an essential way the mystical path of Abulafia 
is independent of the ritualist demands of the halalrhah." 

The second element noted by Idel is the presumed compatibility of 
Abulafia's approach to {a'amei ha-rrzipot and that of Maim0nides.I' 
This compatibility is expressed more precisely in terms of Abulafia's ac- 
ceptance i f  an allegoricaI interpretation in place of the theurgical orienta- 
tion that marks the way of theosophic kabbalists. Once again, to cite 
Idel's own words: "In lieu of a theurgical understanding of the command- 
ments, the ecstatic Kabbalah conceived these relzgious achvities as 
fraught with allegorical meanings, directing the mystic to contemplate 
the spiritual world rather than influencing it through the intentionalperfor- 
mance of the commandme~ts."~~ The absence of a theurgical under- 
standing of {a'arner ha-mrpot in the ecstabc kabbalah is a necessary 
corollary of the presumed rejection of theosophy. Insofar as the theological 
standpoint afhmed by Abulafia generally conforms to the philosophical 
theology of Maimonides, it follows that he rejects the kabbalistic notion 
of a dynamic Godheadmade up of interacting potencies and the concorni- 
tant claim that human action either augments or diminishes the divine 
nature.The spiritual significance of rituals must be sought in the realm of 
allegory, i.e., the inner meaniug of the cornmandments consists of the fact 
thar they point to the realm of separate intelligences or, more specifically, 
to the last of those intelligences, thc Active Intellect, the objcct of human 
conjunction. 

In this study, I will explore in detail the role of [a'amei ha-mipot in 
Abulafia's overall kabbalistic scheme. A thorough examination of this 



topic should prove signifcant not only in understanding key aspects of 
Abulafia's mystical orientation but in assessing once again the relation- 
ship of prophetic kabbalah to the other major trends of thirteenth-century 
Jewish mysticism. Furthermore, as it shall become evident in the course 
of my analysis, this study opens up again the question of the complex 
relationship of mysticism and philosophy in the intelIectual profie of 
early kabbalah, a topic that has been discussed in recent years by a num- 
ber of scholars.14 Without denying the obvious fact that the essential tech- 
liques cultivated by prophetic kabbalists to attain the state ofdevequt are 
derived from longstanding Jewish esoteric practices and sources, many 
of them mediated through the writings of the Rhinelaud Jewish Pietists,I5 
it is equally evident that the forms of the mystical experience are indebted 
to epistemological, psychological, and ontological. assumptions found in 
the different forms of philosophical literature of the medieval period.16 
From the particular vantage point of this study, it will be seen that tradi- 
tional ritual observance was imbued with new significance by its being 
transformed into a means to occasion a mystical experience, the contours 
of which rn great measure were shaped by philosophrcal concepts and 
modes of discourse. A similar structuring of experience is attested in 
theosophic kabbalah, and thus we are justified in speaking of a shared 
phenomenological element in these two kabbalisfic trends with respect to 
the specific issue of the mystical valorization of ritual. Idel has argued 
that the theosophic kabbalists encouraged the "innovation of philosoph- 
ically oriented explanations for the commandments" independent of 
theosophical symbolism, and he thus concludes that one most cast doubt 
about the presumed stark opposition between philosophers and 
kabbalists on the questicn of the reasons for the commandments. Further- 
more, Idel notes that the mystical, as opposed to the theosophic-sym- 
bolic, approach is more congenial to philosophy, which is also the case in 
the ecstatic kabbalah.j7 I am in essential agreement with this Line of rea- 
soning, but I am taking the argument one step further by suggesting that 
the gap dividing the theosophic and the ecstatic streams of kabbalah 
should be narrowed insofar as in both there is a mystical spiritualization 
of traditional ritual. Moreover, in both streams, this spiritualization in- 
volves the experience of union (or conjunction) with the divine, an experi- 
ence that was shaped by philosophical assumptions. The transfiguration of 
ritual into a sacrament that facilitates psychic ascent and the ontic rein- 
tegration into the divine is an experience that theosophic and ecstatic 
kabbalists alike considered to be on a par with prophecy.18 

Exoteric and Esoteric Approaches to the Commandments 

Abulafia's attitude with respect to Ea'amei ha-mipot is summed up suc- 
cinctIy in the following passage from 'Zmrei Shefer: 

Each and every mipvah has an excellent reason that is as sweet as 
honey to the one who discerns and knows it and within it is the power 
to resurrect the dead. . . . I do not want to speak of the reasons for the 
commandments according to their literal sense ({a'umei ha-mimot 
lefi peshufam) as they are [treated] in the Guide of the Perplexed, 
but of their reasons according to their mysteries ([a'ameihem Zefi 
sitmihem). They are not allowed to be written, but they are transmitted 
in a tradition to a person from the mouth of another person (nimsarim 
ba-qabbalah le-'islt mi-pi 'ish) fin a chain] until Moses, our master, who 
received it from G0d.l9 

AbuIafia explicitly contrasts the literal explanation of fa'arnei ha-mipvob 
found in Maimonides' Guide and the esoteric reasons that cannot be writ- 
ten at all for they are only transmitted orally.2o Abulafia's distinction be- 
tween his own approach and that of Maimonides does not entail any 
conflictfor, in line withhis general hermeneutical stance, theGuide yields 
two levels of meaning: the philosophical sense (usually associated with 
the path of allegorical exegesis), which is the literal meaning of the text, 
and the kabbalistic sense (associated principally with gnosis of the divine 
names and meditative techniques that result in mystical experiences of 2- 
lumination and union), which is the hidden meaning concealed from phi- 
losophers and disclosed only to the  initiate^.^' In a second work, gayyei 
hn-Nefesh, one of Abulafia's commentaries on the Guide, he repeats in 
two places the view that Maimonides presented only the reasons for the 
commandments according to the literal sense of Scripture (lefipeshat ha- 
katuv or le$ peshafei mipot ha - t~ r ah ) .~~  Maimonides' historical and 
anthropological account of the commandments, considered byAbulaf?a to 
be the contextual meaning of the biblical ritual, does not reveal the inner 
explanation of the commandments, which lies beyond the signification of 
nature." This is not to suggest that, for Abulafia, there is a necessary dis- 
junction or conflict between the exoteric and the esoteric meaning of the 
commandments. On the contrary, Abulg~a emphasizes on a number of 
occasions in his writings that the two hermeneuticd levels are interre- 
lated.24 To cite one example: In Mafteah ha-Tokhekt, AbuMa remarks 
that "there is no beneficence that exceeds the goodness that God desires to 
bestow on His people by instructing them with regard to the mysteries of 



Torah and the reasons for the commandments from within their contextud 
meaning" (sitrei ha-torah we-[a 'amei ha-mipot mi-tokh pesh~fe ihem) .~~ 
Thesod regarding the rationales for the commandments emerges out of the 
pesha;. Abulafia would have been critical of any attempt to reject the lit- 
eral sense, as we f i d ,  for example, in his remark inMafeah ha-Vokhmot 
that there are "Christians who say that their messiah said to them, together 
with his disciples, that theTorah scroll is true and it is appropriate to honor 
it for its words are the words of the living God, but some of the command- 
ments are not [to be understood] according to their contextual sense."26 
Needless to say, AbuIafia is harshly critical of this stance because it justi- 
fies an antimonian attitude that is unacceptable from the traditional stand- 
point predicated on the belief that the Torah in all of its details is eternal 
and immutabIe. 

The relation of the literal approach that Abulafk attributes to Mai- 
monides and his own esoteric explanation can be gauged from the continu- 
ation of the aforecited passage from 'Imrei Shefer: "Know that all the 
mipo t  have two general purposes. . . . This matter follows from the draw- 
ing-foah of the attributes that are called hokhmh and binah, and two 
goals were mentioned, love and fear, for the one is the other and the other 
is not this o2e, and the one interchanges with the other until the one comes 
in the place of the other."*'The statement that themipot  have two general 
purposes obviously alludes to Maimonides' claim in Guide III.27 that the 
Torah as a whole aims at the welfare of the soul and the welfare of the 
body.28 However, Abulafia formulates the matter in a slightly different 
way, emphasizing that the two purposes derive from the attributes of 
hokhmah and bir~ah,?~ which are related in turn to the psychological states 
of the love and the feax of God. This passage provides one example of a 
strategy of reading employed repeatedly by Abulafia: the appropriation 
and psychological reinterpretation of theosophic symbols and images.30 
As I have argued at length in a separate study, this appropriation and rein- 
terpretation of theosophic symbols is based on the fact thatAbulafia him- 
self affllpled the ontological reality of divine attributes from which the 
human attributes are said to derive.3' In this context, I will cite only one 
passage to illustrate (he point. In h!faftea!l ha-Hokhmot, Abylafia com- 
ments that the four rivers of Eden, mentioned in the second chapter of 
Genesis, "are, according to the hidden kabbalah, symbolic of the four di- 
vine attributes that are contained in one general attribute, which is the be- 
ginning of the governance and the providence, and they areknown fromthe 
verse,'Yours, Lord, are greatness, might, splendor, triumph, and majesty' 

(1 Chron. 2911), of them are contained under the attribute of greatness. 
The human attributes overflow from the divine ones, and they are also 
known in the s o ~ l . ' ' ~ ~  I, the aforecited passage from 'Imrei Shefer, the 
psychological reinterpretation of theosophic symbology 1s informed by 
Abulafia's acceptance of the position of Maimonides. The Maimonidem 
viewpoint is also a f fmed  in the following characterization of the "mys- 
teries of the Law" (sitrei torah) in@ayyei ha-Nefesh: 

These are the secrets that are uttered in a whisper and they are known 
by the intellect of an abundant consciousness (ha-sekhel be-rov 
mhshavah), bnt they are bidden and concealed from the masses, and 
all that which is hidden attests to the two inclinations. When one of 
the necessary and beneficid commandments, which are for the sake 
of the welfare of the body (tiqqun ha-guf) or the welfare of the soul. 
(tiqqun ha-nefesh), is reveaied, that which is revealed IS a key to open 
the gates of what is hidden. . . . The welfare of the body is preparation 
for the welfare of the soul and the welfare of the soul preparation for 
the h a 1  perfection, which is the h a l  goal of the divine ~ntention, and 
that is the comprehension of the 

The mysteries of the Law, revealed only to the intellectual elite, consist 
of the divine names;j4 these mysteries, however, are capable of being 
disclosed in the form of the commandments that are perceived by the 
masses. The revealed, exoteric aspect of the commandments is W e d  to 
the twofold purpose delineated by Maimonides, tiqqun ha-guf and tiqqurz 
ha-nefesh. Additionally, the commandments have a hidden, esoteric 
meaning that is known only by the select few, the kabbalists, and that 
meaning is identified as the work of the chariot (rna'aseh merkavah), 
which entails comprehension of the divine Philosophical know- 
ledge acquired through the exercise of thz rational faculty is surpassed by a 
mystical gnosis that is transmitted orally or in written documents reflect- 
ing the oral traditions. In the final analysis, as I have argued elsewhere, 
Abulafia accepts Maimonides' formal identificatron of ma'aseh 
merkavah as hokhmt ha- 'elohut, but he deviates from the philosophical 
interpretation of the content of that wisdom; for the account of the chariot 
refers not to metaphysics but to the esoteric traditions about the divine 
names. In that context I argued, moreover, that the impact of Jewish eso- 
tericism on Abulaiia led him to a kataphatic orientation at odds with the 
negative theology espoused by Maimonides, even though at times 
Abulafia himself does articulate a view more congenial to the Maimoni- 
dean negative theology.36 



What is crucial for this study is that Abulafia connects ma'aseh 
merlcavah and la'amei ha-mipot in an essential way. Indeed, one may 
speak of the mipvor as the mystical means to attain knowledge of God. 
Abulafia thus relates the Maimonidean distinction between tiqqun hn-guf 
and tiqqun ha-nefesh to the two primary intentions in reality, the "natural 
intention" (Amwanah ha-gv'it) and the "divine intention" (kawwanah 
ha-'elohit), which are correlated with the two esoteric disciplines of the 
rabbis, ma'aseh bere'shlt and ma'aseh merkavah, and related as well to 
the third esoteric discipline referred to here as gilluy 'arayot, the disclo- 
sure of (secrets pertaining to) illicit sexual relations: 

The natural intention, which is the account of creation, is to preserve 
the species continually and to establish the particular of the attribute 
of time by means of the disclosure of the [secrets pertaining to] illicit 
sexual relations (gilluy 'arayot). And the divine intention, which is the 
account of the chariot, is to preserve the unique individual ('islz 
ha-tneyu~zad) continually by means of the disclosure of secrets (gilluy 
ha-rzistarot), which are like the disclosure of the [secrets pertaining 
to] illicit sexual relations ( g i l l 9  'arayot) in relation to the popu- 
lace. . . . Therefore, it is obligatory for the populace to believe the 
scriptural verses according to their contextual sense {ki-fshufam), so 
that no secret is revealed to them in the verses, for it is something lewd 
in relation to them. It is obligatory for the elite to believe just the op- 
posite, and that is to reveal the nakedness disclosed to themselves and 
to conceal it from those o&er than themselves, to take the esoteric as 
the flour and to leave the exotenc as the refuse.37 

One may deduce from this passage that, according to Abulafia's sche- 
matization, the perfection of the body and that of the soul are related to the 
disciplines treated by the rabbis as esoteric, ma'aseh bere'shit and 
ma'aseh merkavah, although only the latter retains anything of an esoteric 
significance. That is, the account of creation is identified as the "natural 
intention," which is no more than the biological preservation of the spe- 
exes. By contrast, the account of the chariot is linked to the preservation of 
the unique individual to whom the secrets are re~ealed.'~ The third discip- 
line placed in the Mishnah alongside ma'aseh bere'shit and m'aseh 
merkavah, the matters pertaining to 'arayot, is circumscribed under the 
category of the account of the chariot. It would seem that in this particular 
passage the topic of 'arayot relates specifically to the mode by means of 
which a subject is disclosed or revealed, whereas ma'aseh merlcavah re- 
lates to the actual content of the esoteric matter. In the opening section of 

qayyei ha- 'Olam ha-Ba', Abulafia refers to the three esoteric disciplines 
enumerated by the rabbis as sitrei 'arayot, sifrei bere'shit, and sitrei 
merkavah. Abulafia follows Maimonides inasmuch as he describes the lat- 
ter two as referring respectively to physics (bkhmat ha-feva ') and meta- 
physics ((wkhmat ha-'elohut), but he deviates from his philosophical 
mentor by emphasizing that "no human mind can comprehend them and 
thus it is appropriate to conceal them from the masses who follow tempo- 
ral thoughts, for it is impossible to comprehend them except after much 
study and an intensive effort in wisdom and great contemplation of its 
books, and much seclusion with the men of truth and separation from men 
of the false desires."39 Similarly, with respect to sitrei 'arayot, Abulafia 
writes that they encompass "matters of the Torah that the philosophers do 
not comprehend as they ate and they also did not call them by this name."40 
Elaborating further on the content of the mysteries of illicit sexual rela- 
tions, Abulafia writes: 

The secrets of 'arayot refer to the serpent's sexual intercourse with 
Eve, for he is an adulterer and he places in her the [seminal] F a .  
When Israel stood at Mount Sinai the [seminal] fdfth ceased, but with 
respect to the nations that did not stand at Sinai the [seminal] f a  
has not cea~ed.~'  This is the great and honorable matter that does not 
need explanation for it is dear to the enlightened that the Torah 1s the 
cause of the life of the world-to-come . . . and the true Torah is the 
cause of the cessation of the [semnalJ filfth of the serpent." 

In a slightly different vein, in Sitrei Torah, another one of Abulafia's com- 
mentaries on Maimonides' Guide, the three esoteric disciplines are ex- 
egetically related to the six wings of the seraphim mentioned in Isa. 62:  
ma'aseh merkavah is conelated with the two wings that cover the face, 
ma'aseh bere 'shit with the two wings that cover the heart,J3 and 'arayot 
with the two wings that cover the feet.Vhese are linked further to the three 
signs attached to various limbs of the body, the head phylacteries, the arm 
phylacteries, and circumcision. "Thus you must comprehend the myster- 
ies of Torah and the secrets of existence. The sign on the head refers to the 
chariot; the sign on the hand to creation; and the sign of circumcision to 
illicit sexual relations. Circumcision comprises all three, and therefore 
matters pertaining to illicit sexual relations are not expounded to three."4s 
According to this passage, the subject of 'arayotis the prototype of occult 
scieaces. Reversing the obvious intent of the redactor(s) of the Mishnah, 
Abulafiainterprets the fact that in the tannaitic source exposition of 'arayot 
is limited to three as an indication that it is the most -rather than the least 



-esoteric of the three disciplines because it comprises all of them within 
itself. Together with the theosophic kabbalists, and consonant with much 
older forms of Jewish mysticism, Abulafia links the issue of esotericism in 
an essential way to the phallus inasmuch as that part of the male anatomy 
is characterized by the dialectic of concealment and disclosure, which ap- 
propriately depicts the nature of the transmission and the reception of sec- 
ret~.'~ For the purposes of this study what is most important to note is that 
the whole issue of exotericism and esote~cisrn is subsumed under 
Maimonides' classification of the reasons for the commandments. AbuIafia 
clearly understood this topic as a barometer by which to measure thernore 
general hermeneutical problem of disclosure and concealment of secrets. 
What is concealed from the masses by the literal sense ( peshat) is revealed 
to the elite through the different levels of secret (sod). Indeed, the distinc- 
tive task of the intellectual elite is to separate the flour of esoteric meaning 
from the chaff of exoteric signification.The reasons for the commandments 
comprise both levels, the surface or literal relates to physical and social 
well-being and the internal or mystical to the intellectual well-being. Wis- 
dom of things divine is gained through knowledge of the reasons of the 
commandments according to their esoteric sense.J7 

Abulafia articulates this very point in his commentary to Sefer ha- 
Meliz, one of the visionary texts revealed through his imaginary angelic 
mentor, Raziel: "Thus, by way of comprehension of His commandments 
and their esoteric reasons ('a1 derekh hassagat rnipvofav we-sibbotarn be- 
nistareihern), we can comprehend something of His actions according to 
what He revealed to His prophets-Therefore, whoever knows more of the 
secrets of Torah and the reasons for the commandments according to 
the way of secrets (fa'arnei ha-rnipvot'al derekh ha-nistarot) revealed to 
the sages of the kabbalah is the one who knows more about the truth of Nis 
actions, blessed be He, and through this he comes closer to delimiting 
Him."* Ostensibly, Abulafia follows the Maimonidean approach by defim- 
iting knowledge of God to comprehension of the divine actions in. the world as 
they have been revealed to the prophets. Yet, in the same context, Abulakla 
articulates a position at odds with Maimonidean epistemology and more 
compatible with the view expressed in Jewish esoteric texts: "The essence 
of the name is not without His attributes nor are K s  attributes without Him, 
and they are not added to His essence nor are they removed from 
His essence, for they are His potencies, they are E s  essence and His es- 
sence is [constituted by] His potencie~."~~ Abulafia's appropriation of the 
esoteric tradition regarding the names of God somewhat obscures the 

philosophical distinction between essential attributes and attributes of ac- 
tion.That is, knowledge of the divine actions is linked to knowledge of the 
divine names, and the latter to the knowledge of the divine attributes orpo- 
tencies that make up the divine essence. To know the attributes of God, 
therefore, is to have some knowledge of the divine essence. Abulafia reit- 
erates this crucial point in Shomer M m h :  

If His attributes were apart from Him, then they would be created en- 
tities and not divine. Thus we say that His qualities, which =His at- 
tributes, are not something added to His essence in any manner. Just 
as it is not possible to comprehend the substance of His essence, so it 
is not possible to comprehend the substance of His attributes, but 
from His names the actions of His attributes may be discerned. . . . 
Thus you should also comprehend from this matter in all of its aspects 
that all the attributes of the Holy One, blessed be He, are atop one an- 
other, without any separation or divisi0n.5~ 

A principal way to attain this knowledge of Godis through comprehension 
of the occult significance of the  commandment^.^' 

Letter-Combination and the Mystique of the M i v o t  

In a passage ingayyei ha-Nefesh, Abulatla expresses the special status of 
the rni~wot by linking together the teaching attributed to Rav that the pur- 
pose of the commandments is to purify human beings, lepref 'et ha- 
beriyyot? and themystical notionof letter-combination, cerrcflm- 'otiyyot: 

The [rabbis,] blessed be their memory, sad concemng thls aspect, 
"What does it matter to the Holy One, blessed be He, done slaughters 
[an animal] from the throat or from the neck? Thus, it must be said 
that the i~az~pvot were given to punfy human beings (1e;arejbahern 'et 
Iza-beriyyot), as it says, 'every word of the Lord is pure' (Prov. 30:5)." 
And this is what I explatned to you that [in relation to] this world 
[God] is like one who combines (mezaref) [letters] through theTorah, 
for the troth of its being is the combmatlon of letters (,?emf Iza- 
'otzyyot), whose secret numerologrcafly equals the [seventy] Ian- 
guages" through the combinahon of letters, which are called by the 
seventy names and are wntten by sevenry scnpts. Each scnpt is sev- 
enty, and the seventy languages are wntten m the hashnml,* and they 
are sealed in his name and in his name 1s h ~ s  seal.55 

its original rabbinic context, the idea conveyed by the idiom fe~uref 'el 
ha-beriyyot is that the utility of thernizwot must be viewed purely from an 



anthropocentric perspective. Building on this idea, Maimonides cites the 
rabbinic dictum to support his view that the details of the commandments, 
in contrast to the generalities, do not have a discernible reason.56 For 
Abulafia, however, Rav's teaching becomes the mystical foundation of 
Torah and the pivot around which it turns, for the wordplay of ?emf 
ha-'otiyyot and lezaref 'er ha-beriyyot implies that the esoteric rationale 
for the commandments is that the Torah provides a mechanism for letter- 
combination, which is the primary means that one employs to attain the 
prophetic state of intellectual union wlth the divine. It is likely that this 
correlation is implied as well in the following description of prophecy in 
Mafteah ha-SeBrot: "The essence of prophecy is that the rational soul, 
which is a faculty in the body, will be joined at first with all the ways of 
Torah in general and with the secrets of the commandments and with 
knowledge of their reasons in general, and after it ascends to the levels of 
the universal comprehension through knowledge of the truths and the re- 
moval of the images conceived according to the prior traditions, it still is 
in need of the true, universal tradition regarding the combination of let- 
ters."j7 In this prtssage, Abulafia clearly establishes a hierarchical re- 
lationship such that knowledge of the secrets of the commandments (sitrei 
mipot)  precedes the true and universal tradition of letter-combination 
(ha-qabbatah ha-kelalir ha-'amitit be-zemf ha- ' o t i y y ~ t ) . ~ ~  Nevertheless, 
it is instructive that Abulafia includes sitrei mipot in his description of 
the essence of prophecy, which involves the intellectual conjunction of 
man and God.As Abulafia expresses the matter inineferha-gesheq: 'The 
sages, blessed be their memory, said that the m i p o f  were only given to 
purify human beings (lezaref 'et ha-beriyyot), and this is precisely what 
they said in Berakhot [55a] that Bezalel knew how to combine the letters 
(lecaref 'otiyyof) through which heaven and earth were created."j9 Some- 
thing of the origind connotation of the idiom lezaref 'et ha-beriyyot is 
preserved, however, insofar as the ultimate purpose of letter-combination 
is purification of the s0ul.6~ Thus, in ' O ~ a r  'Eden Ganuz, AbuId~a com- 
ments on the prooftext cited in the dictum attributed to Rav, kol 'imrat 
yhwh jerufah, "every word of the Lord is pure" (Prov. 305): 'This indi- 
cates that knowledge is dependent on His word, which is purified and re- 
fined by means of the combination of letters (reruf ha-'otiyyot). . . . The 
one who enters the way of combination (derekh ha-peruf ), which is the 
closest of all ways to the knowledge of God in truth, is immediately re- 
fined and his heart is purified as if by a great fire, which is the fire of desire 
('esh ha-he~heq)."~' The mystical intent of Rav's statement is that the 

mipot  constitute the path of letter-combination, the path that results in 
spiritual purif~cation and refmement. 

But in what sense is this so? The thematic link connecting [a'amei ha- 
mipot  andberuf 'otiyyot is the kabbalistic doctrine that theTorah is com- 
posed of divine names, an older idea of Jewish esotericism that influenced 
~bulai5a. A particularly important source for Abufafia's presentation of 
this idea was N w a n i d e s  .The latter i d o m  the reader in the introduction 
to his commentary on the Torah that the mystical reading of Scripture as 
an encoding of divine names ('a1 derekh ha-shemot) is to be demarcated 
from the more standard perception of the text as a code of ritual and law 
('a1 derekh hilluq qeri'at ha-mipahf.62 This distinction is even more pro- 
nounced inAbuIafia who frequently cites the aforementioned comment of 
N-ar~ides.6~ An interesting example of what I propose to call a radical 
reading of the Nmanidean hermeneutic (interspersed with some of the 
technical terminology of Maimonides) is found in a passage in Sitrei 
Torah. Abulafia remarks that the permutation of letters (?emf 
'otiyyot) operative in Scripture refers to "all the secrets of the tradition to 
authenticate the law and the commandment (sodot ha-qabbalah le'amet 
ha-torah we-ha-rnipah), which have been given to perFect the two types 
of reality within us, and they are the welfare of the body and that of the soul 
in this world, in order to sustain the soul in the world-to-come."@ Abulafia 
supports his contention that the esoteric meaning of Scripture is related to 
the permutation of letters by citing N b a n i d e s '  comment that the Torah 
consists entirely of the names of God. He then proceeds to characterizethe 
two ways of reading Scripture that follow from this assumption: the frrst is 
knowledge of the commandments of Torah according to its literal mean- 
ing (havanatah ki-fshufahf together with the received commentary found 
in theTalmud, and the second is knowledge offorah according to compre- 
hension of its mysteries (havanatah be-nistareha), which comprises the 
"secrets of its names" (sodot shemoteha) and the "reasons for its com- 
mandments" ([a'amei mipoteha), which are called the "mysteries of the 
law" (sitrei t0rah).6~ The virrual identification of the esoteric meaning of 
Scripture as ?a 'amei ha-mipvot is reiterated by Abulafia in another com- 
ment in Sitrei Torah: 

It is necessarily and indubitably the case that secrets [of Toraa d l  
be revealed in the time of the messiah by means of the prophets who 
will rise. . . . Thus the rabbis, blessed be their memory, said that in the 
future the Holy One, blessed be He, will reveal the reasons of the law 
(fa'amei torah) to Even though it may appear initially in the 



minds of the fools that the matter of the disclosure of the reasons for 
the commandments (ta'amei ha-mi;luot) is in another form, there is 
no reason to be concerned about this, for the prophet already alluded 
to this when he said, "Joyfully shall you draw water from the foun- 
tains of triumph (lsa.12:3), and Jonathan, may peace be upon him, 
translated, "You shall study a new teaching with joy from the chosen 
of the righteous," the meaning of his words is that it is as if you should 
learn a new teaching in joy, not that it is new but it appears as 
new, . . . It is explained by the masters of kabbalah, those who com- 
prehend hidden masers, that this teaching is the teaching of the com- 
bination of letters (limmud zeruf ha-'otiyyot)." 

The "new" teaching that will be disclosed in the messianic future is the 
ancient discipline of letter-combination, which discloses above all therea- 
sons for the commandments. Although N-anides surely considered 
?a'amei ha-nzipot an integral part of the esoteric wisdom and praxis of 
kabbalah,6* he does not specifically link the reasons for the command- 
ments and the mystical tradition regarding the true essence of the Torah 
consisting of the divine names.6g On the contrary, as I have already noted 
above, for N w a n i d e s  these two ways of reading Scripture, as a code of 
revealed law or as a talisman of magical names, are distinct. Apparen~y, 
the correlation of the two is an innovation on the part ofAbulafia. What is 
most significant is that, according to Abulafia, knowledge of the reasons 
for the commandments, which he also identifies with the rabbinic concept 
of ya'arnei torah to be revealed in the messianic future,70 is derived from 
the study of the different combinations of the divine names inherent in 
Scripture. 

?'be esoteric reasons for the commandments (la'arnei ha-inizwot 'al 
derekh ha-nisfarot) are apprehended by means of what Abulafia refers to 
in Mafeah ha-Shemot as the "contemplation of the Torah by way of the 
names that are combined ('iyyun ha-torah 'a1 derekh ha-shemot ha- 
me~orafm) through which one will find that the human faculty partici- 
pates with the divine faculty."71 The mystical contemplation of Torah., 
which involves the decomposition of Scripture into isolated letters, 
results in the state of conjunction designated by Abulafia as the "lofty 
participation," shipf  muflag, by means of which the human intellect is 
conjoined with God, The contemplative ideal, further identified as the 
cause of the "perpetuity of the soul," underlies Abulafia's conception of 
the esoteric reasons for the commandments that have not been disclosed 
by Mairnonides' anthropological approach.Therni*vot are thus related in an 

I 
I 

intrinsic way to the contemplative ideal. This nexus of motifs is expressed 

i in terms of the visual experience of MegtFon (identified as the Active 
Intellect) in the following passage from Hayyei ha-'Ohm ha-Ba': 

When you join together mem-pddi with waw-he', which is the sec- 
ond half of the name [YfXWH], you get [the word] mipah. Similarly, 
if you ljoin together] pe-zaddi with yod-he', which is the first half of , 

the name -1, you get {the word] ~efiyyah. The one with the 
other [equaI] the power of mercy (bah  rakmim), and its secret i s  "he 
is Shaddai." The [name] Mp"2 is derived frornYlIWH through the 
a"t ba"sh 

i The point of this passage is to underscore that m i p a h  corresponds to 
! ~efiyyah, which here connotes the mystical vision of Me!afron. Abulafia 
j expresses this idea by combining letters of theTetragrammaton in its or&- 

nary form,YHWf.I, and its transposed form through the technique of letter I substitution known as a"t ba"sh, @"Z. The wordrnipah isderived by 
combining the first two letters of Mzp"Z with the last two letters of 

i YHWH and the wordzefiyyah by combining the last two letters of WP"Z 
with the k s t  two letters of YHWH. The two words together, mipvah and 
zefiyyah (which comprise the letters of YHWW and v " Z )  have the 
same numerical value as the expressionha$ rakmim, which equals 326. 
The latter expression is explained by Abulafia when he remarks that its 
secret is "he is Shaddai," i.e., the expression hu' s W d a i  also equals 326. 
The ha@ rahamim, therefore, refers to Meppon, whose name numerically 
equals Shaddai (both = 314). The mipah  is thus linked to the word 
ze$yyahfor together they denote the object of contemplative vision, which 
is the power of mercy or the Active Intellect designated by the name 
Shaddai. 

Hypernomianism and the Prophetic Kabbalah 

Does Abulafia's position imply a radical spiritwkation of the rnipvot such 
that one who acquires this gnosis transcends the need to fulf2l the hadi- 
tional rituals in a practical way? Or does the mystical praxis of letter-com- 
bination presuppose and transform the practical f d f i b e n t  of the mi,wot in 
general or of any mipvah in particular? Even if we grant that the specific 
techniques of meditation espoused by Abulafia originated outside the 
framework of halakhah, perhaps even reflecting Indian Yoga, Greek- 
Orthodox hesychasm, or Sufi spiritual p r a c t i ~ e s , ~  we still must ask if the 
path of prophetic kabbalah leads to either the eradication or the 



marginalization of halakhic ritual. Is it possible to speak, by contrast, of a 
mystical transvaluation of halakhah in Abulafia's intefbctualist mysti- 
cism? If one begins (as I do) from the theoretical standpoint that mystical 
experience must always be evaluated from the perspective of historical 
context, which is determined in great measure by religious affdiafion, then 
it stands to reason that in the case of a medieval Jewish mystic any experi- 
ence of the divine, including the most radical form of urzio mystica, will be 
shaped to some degree by the nomian framework of the traditional cul- 

The ecstatic kabbalist experiences, and not only describes, union 
with God through the prism of Jewish religious law and ritual. Consider, 
for example, the description in Hayyei ha- 'Olam ha-Bn ' of the sensation 
of being anointed with oil, which Abulda records as the climactic 
moment of the meditative experience of hitbodedut: 

Afterwards, if he merits, the spirit of the Living God will pass over him, 
"the spirit of the Lord shall alight upon him, a spirit of wisdom and 
insight, a spirit of counsel and valor, a spirit of devotion and reverence 
for the Lord" (Isa. l1:2). It should seem to him as if his entire body, 
from h s  head to his feet, were anointed with the anointing oil, and he 
will be the anointed of the Lord (meshiah yhwh) and His messenger, 
and he will be cafled the angel of Eod (mal'akh ha-'elohim), and his 
name will be like the name of his Masterys which is Shaddai, the name 
by which Metapon, the angel of the countenance, is designated. 76 

The sensation of being smeared with oil from head to foot, which is one of 
several tactile responses related by Abutatia to the mental state of concen- 
tration that ensues from the practice of combining letters,7' is clearly 
meant to convey the idea that at the climax of the unitive experience the 
mystic embodies the character and function of the for the He- 
brew tifle mashi4 signrfies that the future redeemer will be of royal heage  
and thus will be anointed with 02.1~ It is possible that Abulafia also has in 
mind the experience of the high priest who is distinguished by the fact that his 
head was consecrated with the anointing Indeed, the association of the 
high priest and the messiah is made explicitly in the continuation of this 
section of Hayyei ha-'Olam ha-Ba': "Know that the most honorabIe 
of the human species is the Jew. . . and the most honorable of the Jews is the 
Levi, and the most honorable of the Levites is the priest, and the most 
honorable of the priests is the anointed one.The anointed one is the high priest 
amongst his brothers, and he knows the name and he blesses Israel with the 
explicit name as it is written in theTemple and in His appellations according 
to the traditi~n."~~ 

The most striking illustration of Abulatia's depiction of the mystical 
experience as a priestly event is found in Sefer ha-gesheq. In a passage 
from that work, Abulafia describes the preparation for mentioning the 
"secret of the unique name" (sod shem ha-meyuhad) as including separat- 
ing oneself from all people, secluding oneself in a specially designated 
place, and removing atl extraneous thoughts from the heart.After specify- 
ing these preparatory acts, Abulafia instructs the reader: 

Direct your face toward God (kawwen paaekha keneged ha-shem) 
and consider as if He were a person standing before you waiting for 
you to speak and He is prepared to answer everything that you ask 

. .Begin with a complete intention to the glory of God, may 
He be elevated, and at the start of everything say, "Take my prayer as 
an offering of incense, my upraised hands as an evening sacrifi ce" 
(Ps. 141:2). You should lift your eyes to the heights and you should 
raise your right and left hands in the manner of the uplifting of the 
hands of the priest who separates five fingers on each side, the two 
small ones are conjoined as one and the two that are close to them, 
and there is a space in the middle, and the thumb alone is extended on 
the two hands in this form. His tongue mediates between the twos3 
like the tongue of the scale. Then, he can begin to mention [the 

Tbe mystic, for Abulafia, embodies the role and function of both the high 
priest and the kingly messiah.As aresult of the consecration by oil, more- 
over, the mystic undergoes an ontic transformation into the highest angel, 
Metagon, the personification of the Active Intellect, and thus he is called 
by the name of God, Shaddai, which is ascribed to that Abulafia 
instructs the reader to twn toward God and to form an image of God as an 
anthropos standing opposite him, a gesture that is reminiscent of the rab- 
binic injunctions regarding the proper intention necessary for liturgical 
worship. The form visualized in the imagination, which is the source of 
both visual and auditory revelations, is the anthropomorphic representa- 
tion of MepKon, the angelic presence, which is the glory that mediates 
between man and God. Thus, in the continuation of Sefer ha-Hesheq, the 
mystic is instructed: "And bow down before the f o m  that is contemplated 
in your heart for it is before you. . . and its name is 'angel of the Lord,' and 
it is an intermediary between you and your Creator and it is His glory, may 
He be elevated."86 ForAbulafia, to speak of the angel as a mediator means 
that God is imaginatively represented in this form. In this moment, the 
epistemological dichotomy of outside-inside is overcome for the angelic 



presence is an external projection of the inner self of the mystic, aprojec- 
tion that is made possible by the fact that in the conjunctive experience the 
intellect that is actualized is identical with the intellect that actualizes.87 
The crucial point is that the ecstatic angelifcation is experienced (not 
merely described) in terms of various phenomenological structures that 
are, at least in part, sanctioned by the traditionalview regarding sanctifica- 
tion by means of anointment with oil, an experience that recurs in the lit- 
erature influenced by prophetic kabbalah, for example, the anonymous 
Sha'arei Gdeq composed in the late-thirteenth centuryp8 and Judah 
Mbotini's Sullarn ha-'Aliyyak written in the sixteenth century.89 

I would suggest, therefore, that the word "hypernomian" be adopted to 
characterize the orientation toward the m i p o t  in the prophetic kabbalah. 
The grafting of nonhalakhic rituals onto the skin of the halakhah only in- 
tensifies and thickens the latter. Note, for instance, that in one of Abulafia's 
instructions in Hayyei ha-'Ohm ha-Ba' regarding the praxis of contem- 
plation (hitbodedut), he directs the reader in the following way: "Prepare 
yourself to unify your heart and purify your body, and select a place where 
your voice will not be heard by any person, and you will be alone so that 
you may meditate without another.. .If you can, do this during the day in 
a house that is somewhat dark, but best and most agreeable is to do this at 
night. . . And wrap yourself in your prayer shawl and place your phylac- 
teries on your head and on your arm if you can so that you will fear and 
tremble on account of theshekhzwh who is with you at that time."90 Other 
forms of preparation are mentioned by Abulafia, but for my purposes the 
passage that I translated provides the critical information. Given the fact 
that Abulafia, following Maimonides:' strongly recommends that the 
meditative practice take place at ni&t, it is all the more s-g that he 
suggests that the individuai wrap himself in the prayer shawl ([allit) and 
put on the phylactefies (te$Zlinj, religious artifacts that are generally re- 
stricted to the morning prayer service. That Abulafia conceived of the 
meditation as liturgical worship is made explicit in the continuation of this 
text: "Afterwards take in your hand mk, a pen, and a tablet, and this should 
serve as a witness to you that you have come to worship God with joy and 
a good heart." The donning of the [allit and tefillipt is not incidental to the 
mystical praxis; on the contrary, this preparatory act is essential because 
meditation is an extension of traditional prayer. The Liturgical element of 
these techniques is underscored inAbulafia's description in 'Or ha-Sekhel 
of the bodily gestures and postures necessary for one who wants to pro- 
nounce the ineffable name: 

When you want to mention this glorious name, which is engraved 
above in its vocalization, adorn yourself and meditate in a special 
place where your voice will not be heard except by you. Purify your 
heart and your soul from ai l  thoughts of this world and consider that at 
that moment your soul will be separated from your body and you will 
die to this worldB and you will live in the world-to-come, which is the 
source of life. . . . And when you begin.to mention it, orient your face 
to the direction of the east, not below and not above, and you should 
sit wrapped in white clothing that is clean and pure, or with new [gar- 
ments] over ail your garments, or in your prayer shawl with your head 
crowned by the phylacteries. [You should] face the east because the 
light goes out from there to the world.93 

Abulat5a7s inclusion of the liturgical practices of donning the prayer shawl 
and phylacteries as part of the preparation for attaining ecstasy or uttering 
the name should be construed as an example of hypernomianism. The 
ritual for meditation created by Abulafia extends rather than ignores or 
vrolates the hdakhah. Indeed, the disciplined approach to meditation and 
letter-combination adopted by Abulaf~a, which results (as Scholem felici- 
tously put it) in a "rationally prepared ecstasy,"94 is clearly based in part on 
the patterns of normative ritual, especially liturgical worship. It is of inter- 
est to note that in Shomer Mipvah Abulafia recommends that when the 
priest blesses the people he should "be wrapped in his prayer shawl and 
crowned in his phyla~teries."~~ The resemblance of this passage to the de- 
scription of one who mentions the name in meditation is not coincidental. 
On the contrary, as I have already noted, the mystic assumes the role of the 
priest when he mentions the name. It is precisely on account of this identi- 
fication that Abulafia advocates the pronounciation of the name, an act 
that appears to be a transgression against the normative halakhic prohibi- 
t i ~ n . ~ ' j I  would argue that, for Abulafia, the recitation of the divine name 
should not be viewed in an antinomian way as the breaking of the 
halakhah. We may suppose that, much Iike the Rhineland Jewish Pietists, 
Abulafia thought that the social and religious conditions of his time were 
such that the name could be pronounced by one who undertook the proper 
spiritual training. The priestly nature of the initiate is here critical: just as 
in the days of theTemple the high priest would pronounce the name in the 
appropriate space and at the designated time, so, too, the mystic in his 
meditational path. I see this process in figures Iike Eleazar of Worms and 
AbuMa as a creative extension of the halakhic framework rather than as a 
transgression. Indeed, in Hayyei ha- 'Olam ha-Ba', Abulafia presents the 



act of mentiomng the divine name as a positive religious obligauon: 
"Every Jew who fears God must mention [the name] for the sake of !3s 
glory, and whoever knows this explicit name and guards it in holiness and 
in purity solely for the glory of God, blessed be Re, inherits the two 
worlds, and concerning him it says, 'And all the peoples of the earth shall 
see that the Lord's name is proclaimedover you and they shall stand in fear 
of you' (Deut. 28:10)."97 One is justified, therefore, in concluding that 
the nonhalakhic mystical rite of prophetic kabbalah expands the scope of 
religious custom. 

In light of the above discussion, we may conclude that the exalted posi- 
tion assigned by Abulafia to the commaudments should not be construed 
merely as his paying lip service to the 1radition.9~ On the contrary, for 
Abulafia, the Torah is identified as the Active Intellect, and the soul of 
every Jew is rooted ontologically in the Active I n t e l l e ~ t . ~ ~  One can speak, 
therefore, of the Torah as the ontic source of every Jewish soul. Thus, in 
'Ogar 'Eden Ganuz, Abulafiaglosses the dictum of Ben Bag Bag regard- 
ing the Torah, hafokh bah we-hapekh bah de-kholah bah (M. 'Avot 5:22): 
"Turn it over and over for you are entirely in it and it is entirely in you."'* 
It follows that the fulfillment of the commandments can serve as a means 
to attain conjunction with God through the Active Intellect. This is pre- 
cisely the point made by Abulafia in Can Na'uk 

God engraved the end of the Torah, which is Israel, in its begin- 
ning, which is bere'shrr. An allusion to thts is found in the saying of 
[the rabbis,] blessed be their memory, the thought of Israel preceded 
everything, for they are the purpose of the whoIe creation and the seal 
of all existence just as they are the seal of all the Torah. An attestation 
of this is found in the tradition that the [fmal] words [of the Torah] 
le-'ernei kol yrsra'el, "before the eyes of all of Israel" (Deut. 34: 121, 
should be writtea. at the end of the last coiumn, which is separate, and 
m the middle of the column in the image of a seal. The permutation of 
[the expression] le- 'einei kol yisrael iB kehl 'ifan 'asiii, which com- 
prises the ten sefirot, a n d  in it is the number of thesefirot, and they are 
the depths of the Active Intellect.lO' 

The end or purpose (takhlit) of all the Torah is Israel, and this is alluded 
to in the first word of theTorah, bere bhit, which the rabbis already decoded 
as a symbolic reference to Israel. "Israel" is one of the names that Abulafia 
assigns to the Active Intellect based on the association of this name and 
MeEKon who is identified as the Active 1ntellect.The point is expressed at 
the end of the passage in the claim that the last words oftheTorah, le- 'einei 

kol yisra'el, can be transposed into kelal 'ilan 'asiri, which means the 
''princxple of the tenth tree," i.e., the tree that comprises the ten sefirot, 
which are the depths of the Active Intellect. The tree, therefore, symbol- 
izes the tenth of the separate intellects designated by the traditional term 
sefiror. Moreover, this tree is a symbolic representation of the Torah.IM 
Insofar as the Torah is homologized as the Active Intellect, which is the 
ontic source of the Jewish soul, it follows that in a profound sense the 
mipvot represent one's r ed  self, the intellectual faculty that is reunited 
with God in a contemplative state, which Abulafia identifies as the tradi- 
tional world-to-come. The commandments are the means to attain this 
state of conjunction for they are essential components of Torah, which is 
the entity that actualizes the human being's rational faculty. This precise 
view is a f f i i e d  by Abulafia in the following comment in gayyei Im- 
'Olam ha-Ba': 

The body serves the supern& soul (neshamak ha-'elyonah), and the 
soul has been created to serve her Creator and to know Him. If God 
had not glven her free chorce and knowledge m the Torah, it would 
not have been appropriate for her to be punished or to be recompens- 
ed. Therefore, in His mercy God gave us theTorah and the command- 
ments, statutes and just laws, to teach us the purpose of humanity in 
general and in speczic. He informed us about the way on which we 
should go to benefit us all the days and to imbue us with Me like tlus 
day, and this is the great recompense that will come to us on account 
of our belng fearers of the Lord, our God, knowers of His name, and 
constantly desiring Him. The intellectual influx that overflows upon 
us emanates frpm the Active Intellect, which is the angel that bnngs 
about the conjunction (devequf) of our souls and the Creator, may His 
name be blessed and exalted, and this is through the mechum of 
the Torah and the commandments that sustam the divine, rational 
SOU~S.'~' 

In typical Abufafian fashion, this complex merging of philosophical 
and mystical sensibilities is presented as a simple transposition of letters 
in the following passage in Mafieah ha-vokhmot: 

"And God saw," this is a sign and it alludes to the light that is ia the 
Torah, whrch [consists ofl the six hundred and thirteen command- 
ments. 'That it was good," the power of the Lord is nineteen,'o4 [this 
alludes to] the two rotations, twenty-eight years of the solar rotation 
and nineteen years of the lunar rotaaon, for both of them are depend- 
ent on the Torah, and everything rs good with the Torah, but without 



Torah there is no good.. . .The image and likeness [are expressed 
through] study of rhe commandments (zelem rr-demut limmud 
m i ~ ~ o t ) . ' ~ ~  

The key phase in the above citation is the final statement, eelem u-demut 
limmud m i p o t ,  which denotes that the divine image and Iikeness in 
Adam are manifest in the study of the  commandment^.'^ The implication 
of this statement is drawn more inMafea6 ha-Shemot: '%y the study 
of the commandments a person will be perfected, a master of the [divine] 
image and Likeness ('irn limmud m i p o t  yihyeh 'adam shalem bu'al gelem 
u - d e m ~ t ) . ' " ~ ~  

However, as I have already intimated, it is not only the study of the com- 
mandments that endows a Jew with his true self; the performance of rituals 
is also understood byAbulafrain a mystical vein as the vehicle for contem- 
plative union. I shalt provide illustrations of this point from comments 
made by Abulafia pertaining to the rites of circumcision, sacrifice, priestly 
blessing, and phylacteries.lQ8 I begin with the following account of circum- 
cision in 'Or ha-Sekhel: "Know that the one who knows God must h o w  
the name of the essence (shem ha- ' e ~ e m )  by means of which he is called on 
the day of his circumcision, and he is bound to the explicit name (ha-shem 
ha-meforash), which is also the name of the essen~e."~~~The rite'of circum- 
cision is understood byAbulafia, reflecting other Jewish sources, as the in- ' 
scription of the divine name on the infant boy. According to Abulafia, 
moreover, the phallic inscription binds the circumcised child to the explicit 
name of God, which is compared to the mystical knowledge of the divine 
name."O One cannot seriously entertain the possibility that Abulafia con- 
sidered the infant capable of having a unitive experience of a mystical na- 
ture. The point is rather that the ontic status of the infant at the moment of 
circumcision illumines the status of the individuaI who undergoes the 
mystical experience."' Indeed, knowledge of God apprehended by means 
of the proper meditative techniques is effectively a retrieval of the primal 
experience of being bound to the divine name, which is the esoteric signifi- 
cance of the rite of circumcision. Another way of putting this is that y&'at 
ha-shem, knowledge of God's name, is a reinscription of the seal of the 
convenant inscribed on the infant's flesh at the moment that he is 
circumcised. As Abulafia observes in 'Imrei Shefer: "Thus Abraham our 
father was the beginning for everyone who has the covenant of cir- 
cumcision by the commandment of God, and since there is one principle in 
the secret of circumcision, which is the beginning of the knowledge of 
instruction about the explicit name (n'khn li-yedi'at hara'at ha-shem 

ha-meforash), Scripture said, 'The secret of the Lordis with those who fear 
Him, to them He makes His covenant known' (Ps. 25: 14), and this secret is 
disclosed from the words 'eser sefirot belim~h.""~ 

The rite of circumcision evokes the knowledge of God, which is linked 
more specifically to the gnosis of the divine name.Therein lies the esoteric 
meaning of the correlation of circumcision and the word "secret." Circum- 
cision is the secret that God reveals to those who fear him because it is the 
foundation of the mystical knowledge of the divine name, a knowledge 
that results in the union of the individual and God. From the above passage 
we learn, moreover, that this secret is disclosed in the phrase 'eser sefil-of 
belimah. Abulafia's intention is clarified by a comment in 'Ogur 'Eden 
Ganuz: "The mystery of 'eser sefirot belimah is 'eser sof ben't milah, 
which [can be transposed into] 'asu sefer berit mil~zh.""~ To appreciate the 
meaning of this remark one must bear in mind that even though Abdafia 
categorically rejects the theosophic understanding of the sefirot as hypo- 
static potencies, he does insist that the divine unity is expressed withinand 
through the ten sefirot, which he identifies as the ten separate intellects. 
Thus, reflecting the influence of theosophc kabbalists, he fsequentiy 
warns the reader against the danger of separating the sefirot, an act that he 
calls by the rabbinic idom for heresy, "cutting the shoots." Indeed, for 
AbuIafia, the human intellect plays an active role in unifying God through 
the ten separate intellects. That is, by becoming one with the Active Intel- 
lect through conjunction, the individual unifies the divine overflow of all 
ten intellects within the Active Intellect, which in a manner of spealung 
represents the unification of God."4 The contextualization of the con- 
venant of circumcision within the ten sefirot is another way of represent- 
ing this ideau5 

The mysticat si@icance of circumcision is related, moreover, to the 
fact that, according to rabbinic interpretation, this ritual mvolves both 
ken'tah, the cutting of the foreskin, andperi'ah, the pulling the back of the 
membrane to expose the corona.'I6 The dual movement symbolizes the 
inherently dialectical structure of esoteric wisdom, concealment (kissuy) 
followed by disclosure {gilluy)."' The ritual of circumcision reflects the 
essential nature of the esoteric and it is therefore related to the biblical 
motif of the secret that God reveals to those who fear Him. This concep- 
tion also underlies the following explanation for circumcis~on in another 
passage from 'Imrei Shefer, which is ostensibly in accord with the more 
literal or anthropological rationale for this commandment found in 
Maimonides ' I n :  



This is the secret of the cutting of the covenant of circumcision, to cut 
the foreskin that is created by nature in man, and it [represents] the 
abundance of blood and flesh that must be removed, as a result of 
which the [quality ofl mercy will be perfected. This is a sign to re- 
member constantly whence this person was created and to remember 
that he is flesh and blood, and that he should remove their power to 
weaken, subdue, and break them when he sees that they prevent his 
perfection, and when they are broken he wilI be perfected.llg 

In this context, the reason given for circumcision is to weaken the physical 
elements of flesh and blood related specifically to the foreskin.i20 The 
weakening of the body, in turn, facilitates the m e  perfection of the person, 
which is connected to the intellect, referred to by the moralistic term 
hesed. Although the matter is not presented here in terms of the loftier 
mystical goal of intellectual union with the divine, it is precisely such a 
conception that underliesAbu1afia7s comment regarding the weakening of 
flesh and blood through excision of the foreskin. The rationale for cutting 
the foreskin is to subjugate the body, or more specifically the sexual urge, 
and this is necessary so that one's intellect will be fully actualized, a theme 
that Abulafia reiterates countless times in his  writing^.'^' 

Another ritual that AbulaFza treats as a means to mystical communion, 
expressed more specifically as a cleaving to theActive Intellect, is that of 
sacrifice. Thus, for example, in Mafea!~ ha-Hokhmot, Abulafia explains 
the mystical efficacy of sacrifice (qorban) in terms of the "drawing near of 
the divine potencies to the human potencies (qeruv ha-kohot ha- 'elohiyyot 
'el ha-kobo# ha-'en~shiyyo?)."'~~ The play on the words qorban and 
leqarev is found in twelfth-and thirteenth-century theosophic kabbalistic 
texts as well, including the Sefer ha-Bahir, which no doubt Influenced 
Abu1&ia7s own formulations. To be sure, Abulafia removed the bahiric 
expression from its original theosophical framework andinterpretedit as a 
metaphor for the ecstatic cleaving to God.lZ3 It is likely, however, that 
Abulafia's explanation of sacrifice as a means to mystical communion is 
informed by the Geronese kabbalists who explained the sacrifical rite in 
both theurgical and mystical t e m ~ . ' ~ ~ A p a s s a g e  in Mafieah ha-Shemot in 
particularreflects the influence of the Geronese kabbalists: "Know that the 
thought of a person ascends to the supernal potency and then it returns and 
descends. Thus it ascends again and descends until it ascends and is re- 
ceived wilkgly as 'a pleasing odor, an offering by fire to the Lord,' in the 
secret of every s a c f i f i ~ e . " ~ ~ ~  In the absence of the Temple, the sacrificial 
cult IS repfaced by mystical knowledge of the name. Thus, in a second 

passage from Mafreah ha-Shemot, Abulafia writes that the "sacrifice is 
brought to bring together the powers, and no sacrrfice drqws the powers 
closer together than the knowledge of the names by the power of the 
unique name."'26 In 'Ozar 'Eden Ganuz, Abulafia r e a m s  in somewhat 
more extensive language the essential connection between the sacrifice 
(qorban) and the act of drawing close (lehitqarev) to the divine through 
knowledge of the name. In that context, however, it is especially the com- 
plete offering, theqorban shelemim, that is signaled out as the most eff~ca- 
cious sacrifice to facilitate the union with God. The name of that sacrifce 
is related to the ideal of perfection, shelemut, which for Abulafia is real- 
ized to the degree that an individual. is united with the divine. 

Whoever draws near Him in the knowledge of His name. may He be 
elevated, is complete, and all that which he adds to the knowledge of 
His name draws him closer to Him. Therefore, His names, may He be 
elevated, are the complete offenngs (qorbanot shelemim). The [com- 
plete] person lz7 sacrifices before Ilim his fat and his blood by means 
of the knowledge of His name, but ttre masses sacrifice before Him 
only the rams, and they lust after their desire because they do not 
know His name.'%. . . Give your eyes to see the ways of the combma- 
tious of the names (darkkei zetufei h-shemot) and your ears wlll pay 
heed to their words, and open the eyes of your heart to understand 
what you recall from the names that are combined in every way that 
you can, and do not be quiet until you comprehend and know m truth 
for you have already comprehended. . . . Concerning thts matter a 
covenant was decreed with respect to the matter of "running to and 
fro," as we wrote about the ten sefirot belimak in the secret of the ce- 
lestial creatures concerning whom it says, "And the creatures ran to 
and fro like the appearance of lightning" (Ezek. 1:14). TIus is the way 
of the sefirot, the names, and the thoughts. I will just add the warning 
rhat you should go in this way for it is your life and the length of your 
days, it is your life in this world and the length of your days in the 
world-to-come. IZ9 

A s M a x  approach is found in Abula6a's description of the priestly 
blessing inshomer Mipah:  'The spirit ofthe priest who blesses must ex- 
tend in thought to aU existence (lehitpashet ba-mahshavah be-khol ha- 
rne~i'ut) . . . unf.2 he gathers together all the spirits and all the powers at 
the moment of blessing in order to cause the universal power of the guide 
of existence (ha-maizhig ha-mezi'ut) to dwell on the face of Israel so that 
their hearts will be illumined and they will receive the universal grace (herz 
kelali) from G ~ d . " ~ ~ ~ T h e  extending of thought, hitpashtut ha-mabshavah, 



discussed by Abulafia in conjunction with the pnestly blessing, is reminis- 
cent of interpretations of prayer found in works of theosophic kabbalah 
from Provence and Catalonia.I3I Indeed, in another passage from this work, 
the language of emanation used to describe the mechanics of blessing is 
remarkably close to the emanationist symbolism of theosophic kabbalah, 
reflecting in rum the theurge aspect of Neoplatonic ontology. 'Thus the 
[priestly] blessing precedes all the attributes for it is the supernal emana- 
tion and the exalted overflow. . . . The truth of the blessing is the abun- 
dance of the prophetic, divine influx, and all the other emanated beings are 
conjorned to it."132 Abulafia appropriated the language of these texts, 
accentuating the mystical-ecstatic over the theurgical-theosophic ele- 
ment. Both sacrifice and prayer function typologically as rituals of con- 
templative ascent, which is, after all, the goal of letter-combination and 
permutation of the divine names. Thus, in the aforecited passage from 
'0~czr 'Eden Ganuz, the wheel of allegorical exegesis takes its widest turn 
when Abulafia explicitly identifies the names of God as sacrifices and 
asserts that the one who knows and combines these names sacrifices him- 
self on the altar of mystical union. 

The mystical explanation of ritual as a means to facilitate intellectual 
union is evident in Abulafia's many comments on the ritual of phylacter- 
ies. For example, in Mafteaijl ha-Tokhahot he notes that through the bind- 
ing of phylacteries the Jew is conjoined to the Active Intellect, which 
comprises within itself the ten intellects depicted as the traditional sefirot 
and symbolized by the four sections in which are contained parchment 
with biblical ~erses. '?~ Similarly, in Bayyei ha-Nefesh one reads: 

hdeed, the phylacteries have four sections.. .and this comes to in- 
struct us about the matter of the buth of existence and through it is 
reveded to us the secret of the tenth sphere that is called holy, and this 
is the sphere of the intellect, which is separate and unique among the 
spheres. Since he is exalted, separate and unique, it is called the holy 
crown, and merit and guilt emanate from him for they are the angels 
of matter and form. . .He is the end of all  existence and the Limit of 
the world entirely.. . .Therefore he is the one who guards the at- 
tributes (shomer ha-middot), that is, the attribute of judgment and the 
atuibute of mercy, and through them he guides the world for he is 
the one whq guards the image (shomer ha-demict) through which the 
world was created and renewed.'" 

These examples, and the many others that could have been cited had 
space permitted, indicate that for Abulafia observance of the command- 

ments is an indispensable element in his mystical transfigwation of Juda- 
ism in light of a distinctive blend of Maimonidean philosophy and Jewish 
esotericism, reftecting in particular the writings of Haside Ashkenaz. B is 
certainly valid to argue that the essential meditational techniques of the 
prophetic kabbalah, letter-combination and permutation of the names, 
have little to do with the rituals of normative Judaism. One could not, 
however, imagine Abulafia's teaching totally removed from a traditional 
framework for the fact of the matter is that he, like all mystics, operated 
within a specific religious context. InAbulafia's case Ehat context dictated 
that the life of mystical piety involves adherence to the mipot.  Thus, ia 
Mafieab ha-Tokhahot, Abulafia observes that there are seventy-five letters 
in the first and last verses of the Torah, and this is the numerical value of 
the expression koah 'ehyeh yhwh, which signiiies "the power of aperson 
to fulfill His commandments for H s  glory according to His names, may 
He be exalted."13s In its mystical essence the Torah is contained in the di- 
vine names and these names endow the Jew with the capacity to fulfill the 
commandments. Now we can better understand the import of Abulafia's 
Linking the general rationale that Rav gave for the commandments, lezarej 
'et ha-beripor, and the mystical praxis of semf ha-'otiyyot: in the most 
profound sense the hidden reason for the commandments is  em. 
ha-'otiyyot, for the real objective of this praxis is purification of the sod, 
precisely the function of the commandments according to the rabbinic 
teaching. The thought-provoking conjunction of ~eruf ha-'otiyyot and 
lezaref 'et ha-beriyyot prevents Abulafia's mysticism ffom leading to 
antinomianism. It is thus not merely rhetorical when Abulafia emphasizes 
that ritual observance is a necessary component of the mystical path. As 
Abulafia expresses the matter in Shomer Mizwah: 

Every perfect kabbalist (mequbbal shabm) must know the secrets of 
the mbutes fsitrei ha-middot), their laws and their statutes, for they 
are the essence and the root of all w~sdom. It is not possible for the 
enlightened one to know the attributes in their truth unless he knows 
the secrets of the commandments (sitrei ha-mimot) in the Torah, for 
the commandments were only given to punfy the creatures. If not for 
the matter of the attributes we would not have needed the Torah, and 
if not for the matter of the Torah we would not have needed the com- 
mandments, for they instruct about the attributes. The Torah is a mat- 
ter that is borne upon the h~ and it is engraved on it together with 
thought, and the commandment is dependent on the limbs, there is a 
limb that carries many commandments, a b i b  that carries a few, and 



a limb that carries one commandment. Indeed, the commandments 
have many gradahons, one atop the other, just as the [different kinds 
ofl labor can be divided into primary and ~econdary."~ 

One cannot attain the highest level of the mystical path, prophecy, if 
one's attributes are not purified. However, it is not possible to purify one's 
attributes unless one knows the mysteries of the commandments. The lat- 
ter are thus assigned an intrinsic role inAbulafia's prophetic kabbalah. In 
'Or ha-Sekhel, Abulafia characterizes the mipvot as a propaedeutic lead- 
ing to comprehension of the divine name, which is the ultimate goal of 
human striving. It is forbidden to subtract or to add to the traditional num- 
ber of commandments for each one has a specific purpose in this overail 
p1an.Abulafia reminds the reader that even after one has attained the high- 
est level, which is knowledge of the name, the mipo t  are still necessary 
for they help one to weaken the evil inclination and to strengthen the good 
inclination. Insofar as the two inclinations are endemic to human nature, 
the mipor never become superfluous or obsolete.13' In the final anatysis, 
the practical fuIfiIlment of the mimot is transformed by Abulafia into a 
mystical rite that leads to intellectual conjunction or union. The point is 
stated clearly in gayyei ha- 'Olam ha-Ba ': 

One should always be drawn after the commandments of God, 
blessed be He, who emanates upon him the intellect, and he should 
eat what susustains hiin and not what kills him, and he should discern 
the Tree of Life planted in the garden. . . . Thus it says with respect to 
the Torah, "she is a tree of life to'those who grasp her, and whoever 
holds on to her is happy" (Prov. 3:18). [The word me'zulhs~mr] is nu- 
merically equal to yisra'el, ns for there is no nation who grasp the 
Torah like us, and the secret of yisra'el is the sekhel ha-po'el '39 

. . . n h e  word] me'ushshar is numerically equal to im-mipot, I'@, for 
they are the supporters ofthe Torah.14' Thus it is written, "the teaching 
(rorah) and the commandment (mipah)  that I have inscribed to instruct 
them" (Exod. 2: 11), "for the commandment is a lamp, the teaching is 
a light" (Prov. 6:23).'" 

In the scriptural claim that the one who holds on to the Torah is happy, 
Abulafia finds an allusion to the mystical truth that through the Torah the 
Jew is united with the Active Intekct. True felicity is realized when one 
receives the intellectual overflow, and this reception is facilitated by ob- 
servance of theTorah, for the mystical significance of the latter is linked to 
its ontic identification with the Active Inte11e~t.l~~ 

In this connection, it is of interest to recall that the anonymous disciple 
of Abulafia says quite explicitly in his Sha'are P d e q  that study of 
Maimonides' Guide almost depleted him of his impulse to keep the 
mipo t .  He reports that what was revealed to him by way of philosophy 
(derekh ha-'iyyunf was not adequate to satisfy his religious yearning, 
which was left unfulfilled until he met akabbalist who first taught him the 
basic pnnciples of kabbalah (derekh ha-qabbalah be-ro'sheiperaqim) and 
later expounded the specific techniques of meditation (derekh ha-genrf 
and derekh ha- shen~o t ) .~~  The implication is clear enough: for this indi- 
vidual the way of kabbalah was closer to the ritualistic core of traditional 
Judaism than philosophy. A similar critique of the philosophical approach 
to the commandments is found in other thirteenth-century mystics.145 
Without denying the historical validity of these comments, one may 
counter that, when the esoteric explanations of the commandments offered 
by the mystics are examined in fight of the epistemological and ontologi- 
cal assumptions that informed their ideational framework, it becomes 
clear that the dichotomy between the allegorical and the symbolic inter- 
pretations of the commandments is not as sharp as one might expect. How- 
ever one construes the relationship between philosophy and mysticism, it 
is certainly the case that the writings of the theosophic and the ecstatic 
kabbalists bear out the intuition of the author of Sha'are Gdeq: the es- 
sence of the religious experience for the kabbalist is commitment to the 
commandments. Theosophic and mystical layers superimposed on that 
core are vital signs of the hermeneutical creativity of the kabbalists, but 
the phenomenological core that remaias after those layers are pealed away 
is the calling to walk the way of God reflected in the traditional modes of 
observance. What ultimately distinguishes the Jewish mystic from his 
counterpart in another religious tradition is not the mystical practices or 
the theosophic beliefs, but the fact that these take root in the soil of Juda- 
ism. Both the theosophic and the prophetic kabbalists share this medieval 
attitude toward ritual and the significant place that it occupies in the 
economy of the secret teachings of Judaism, It is surely forthis reason that, 
in a passage in "Imrei Slzefer, Abuiafia, following in the footsteps of 
EIeazar of  worm^,^^ enumerates the esoteric subjects of Judaism as 
ma'aseh bereshit, ma'aseh wrkavah, and sod m i p o t  'aseh we-lo' 
ta'aseh. The mipo t ,  like ma'aseh bereshit and ma'aseh merkavah, are 
considered by Abulafia to be part of the esoteric heritage of Judaism for 
they facilitate the knowledge of the divine names, which eventuates in the 
mystical experience of union. 



NOTES 

The following abbreviations are used to refer to manuscript repositories cited in 
the notes to this study: 

MS Milan-BA: Milan, BibIioteca Ambrosiana 
MS Munich-BS: Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek 
MS NY-JTSA: New York, Jewish Theological Seminary of America 
MS Oxford-BL: Oxford, Bodleian Library (cited according to the Neubauer 

number) 
MS Paris-BN: Paris, Biblio&hque Nationale 
MS Moscow, Russian State Library: MS Moscow-RSL 
MS Vatican-BA: Vatican, Biblioteca Apostolica 

I. Here I mention only some of the more important studies that deal exclu- 
sively with this theme. I am deliberately not mentioning other studies that 
deal with issues that are related to this subject, for example, the treatment 
of specific rituals, such as prayer, the study ofTorah, or the Sabbath in kab- 
balah, or the very pertinent question of the relationship of kabbalah and the 
history of halakhah and religious custom. Surveys of {a'amei ha-mipot  io 
kabbalistic literature, focusing exclusively on the theosophical trend of 
kabbalah, are given by G. Scholem in the Encyclopaedia Judaica 5:789- 
791, and, in a more extensive way, by D. C. Matt, ''The Mystic and the 
Mipot," in Jewish Spirituality From the Bible Through the Middle Ages, 
ed.A. Green (New York, 1987), pp. 367404.To dare, the most comprehen- 
sive study of the topic is the important work of C. Mopsik, Les Grands 
Texfes de la Cabale: Les Rites qui font Dieu {Paris, 1993). For more detailed 
studies seeA.Altrnann, "Onthe Questionof theAuthorship of the 'Book on 
the Reasons for tbe Commandments' Attributed to Isaac Ibn Farhi," Qiryat 
Sefer 40 (1965): 256-276.405-412 (in Hebrew); C. Henoch, N a c h n i d e s  
Philosopher and Mystic: The Religious Thought of Nachrnanides From His 
Exegesis of the Mitzvot (3erusafem, 1978; in Hebrew); M. Faierstein, 
"'God's Need for the Commandments' in Medieval Kabbalah," Conserva- 
tive Judaism 36 (I 982): 45-59; J. Katz, Halakhah and Kabbalah: Studies 
in the Histoji of Jewish Religion, irs Various Faces and Social Relevance 
(Jerusalem, 1984), pp. 9-33 (in Hebrew); E. R. Wolfson, "Mysticat Ration- 
alization of the Commandments in Sefqr ha-Rimmon," Hebrew Union Col- 
kge Annrtal 59 (1988): 217-251; M. Idel, Kabbalah: New Perspectives 
(New Haven, 1988), 156-199; I. Tishby, The Wisdom of the Zohar: AnAn- 
thology of Texts, trans. D. Goldstein (Oxford, 19891, pp. 1155-1213; 
P. Giller, The Enlightened Will Shine: Symbolization and Theurgy in the 
Later Strata of the Zohar (Albany, 1993), pp. 81-105. Regarding critical 
editions, mei~tion should be made of the foliowing: M. Meier, "A Critical 

Edition of the Sefer Ta'amey ha-Mipvoth ('Book of Reasons of the Com- 
mandments')Amibuted to Isaac Ibu FarI?i/Section I - Positive Commaitd- 
mentswith Introduction and Notes," Ph.D. dissertation, Brandeis 
University, 1974; E. R. Wolfson, The Book of the Potnegraiuate: Moses de 
Le6n's Sefer ha-Rimnon (Atlanta, 1988); D.Abrams, "The 'Bookof Illumi- 
nation' of R. Jacob ben Jacob ha-kohen: A Synoptic Edition From Various 
Manuscripts," Ph.D. dissertarion, New York University, 1993. Although the 
last text mentioned is not exclusively a work on fu'amei ha-mipot, much 
of the material that it contains dws  consist of explanations of rituals. 

2 M. Idel, The Mystical Experience indbraharndbulajia (Albany, 1988),9p. 
8-9. See idem, "Ritual and Mysticism in Geronese Kabbalah," Journal of 
Jewish Thought and Philosophy 3 (1993): 117. 

3 M. Idet, Language, Torah, and Hermeneutics In Abraham Abulafia (Al- 
bany, 1989), pp. xii-xiii. Idel's position is reiterated by'H. J. Barnes, “The 
Resurgence of Mysticism in the ICingdom of Aragon in the 13th Century: 
Abraham Abulafia and His Place in Contemporary Society," M. Phil De- 
gree, University of Cambridge, 1992. Thus Hames concludes that the "im- 
portance of the commandments in his teachings is negligible and in many 
ways Abulafia can be seen to hold anomian views" (p. 3). In a second pas- 
sage, Hames surmises that the communal leaders considered Abulafia's 
mysticism to be a threat because it "encouraged anoktianism and disregard 
for the basic tenets of faith'' (p. 33). I ceitainly would agree that the tech- 
niques of meditation espoused by Abulafia are distinct from the traditional 
commandments (as Idel has emphasized), and I would also agree that his 
messianic teaching ultimately embraces a notion of spiritual redemption 
that entaiIs the transformation of Judaism into a universal religion &an- 
scending the potentidy segregating world of nonnative rabbinic halakhah 
(see A. Berger, "The Messianic Self-Consciousness ofAbrahamAbui&~a," 
in Essays on Jewish Life and Thought Presented in H m r  of Salu 
W#mayer Baron, ed. 3. L. Bfau, P. Friedman, A. Hemberg, dnd I. Men- 
delsohn mew York, 19591, pp. 55-62; M. Idel, 'The Writings of R. 
Abraham Abulafia and His Teaching,' W.D. thesis, Hebrew University, 
1976, pp. 395-433 [in Hebrew]; "Typologies of Messianic Activity in the 
Middle Ages," in Messianism and Eschato1ogy:A Collection of Essays, ed. 
2. Baras [Jerusalem, 19831, pp. 259-262 [in Hebrew]; idem, Studies in the 
Ecstatic Kabbalah [Albany, 19881, pp. 45-61, esp. 48-51; idem, Lan- 
guage, Torah, and Hermeneutics, pp. 23-24; idem, Messianism and Mysti- 
cism [Tel-Aviv, 19921, pp. 17-24 [in Hebrew]); but I see no justification for 
the stronger claim that his mysticism encouraged anomianism or a disre- 
gard of the basic tenets of the faith. The hermeneutical situation is far more 
complex for, according to Abulafia, the "new" Torah, which is characteris- 
tic of the messianic age, involves the mystical insight that the Torah in its 



innermost essence consists of the permutation of the divine names. This 
"new" Torah, therefore, is merely the disclosure of what has been hidden 
from all but the most select individuals. Following the Maimonidem per- 
spective, Abulafia i n s i s ~  that both the hidden and the revealed layers of 
meaning must be considered m e  and one does not supplant the other. See 
Idel, Mystical Experience, pp. 14@-141; idem, Language, Torah, and 
Hermeneutics, pp. 73-81, 184 n. 203. Idel duly notes that Abdafia on occ- 
asion emphasizes the veracity of both levels of meaning, but he is of the 
opinion that there is an inevitable conflict between the plain and the eso- 
teric meanings. On the presumed inferior status of the commandments, see 
ibid., pp. 55-60. One text that could be construed as potentially antino- 
mian is found in 'Ogm 'Eden Ganuz, MS Oxford-BL 1580, fol. 40b: 
"Therefore, it is appropriate to say that the tablets are the work of God 
whether by the contextual.meaning ('a1 derekh ha-peshat) . . .or by way of 
the hidden meanings ('a1 derekh ha-nistarot). . . . It has been previously 
said that the one for whom the Torah is a craft is exempt from all the com- 
mandments that are mentioned in the Torah." 

4 Idel, Stlldies in the Ecstaric Kabbalah, p. 18. 
5 Ibid., pp. 141-142 n. 6. Idel acknowledges that Isaac of Acre's writings 

contain comments on the kabbalistic meaning of the commandments, es- 
pecially prayer, but he insists that there is no systematic discussion of the 
topic. For a somewhat different approach to the role of {a'amei ha-nzivot 
in Isaac of Acre's overall kabbalistic orientation, with special emphasis on 
the mergmg of the theosophical-theurgical kabbalah (especially as it takes 
shape in Castilian documents) and the ecstatic kabbalah of Abulafia, see 
Mopsik, k s  Graads Textes de la Cabale, pp. 200-201,243-253. 

6 G. Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism (New York, 19541, pp. 
124-125. 

7 Ibid., p. 125. See G. Scholem,Kabbalah (Jerusalem, 1974), p. 191: "At times 
there was an undeniable tension between the kabbalists and the strict 
halakhists, whifh in some cases expressed itself partly in kabbatistic outbursts 
rooted both in the natural feeling of superiority, which, whether justified or 
not, is frequently found in mystics and spiritualists {as in the case of 
Abraham Abulafia), and partly in the lack of ace& religious intensity that 
kabbalists believed characterized the outlook of some leading halakhists." It 
is certaiply true that Abulafia considered the path of kabbalah to be superior 
to strict halakhah; indeed, on several occasions inhis writings he emphasizes 
that esoteric knowledge of the divine name is hidden from rabbis involved 
exciusively in the study of Talmud. See Idel,bzguage, Torah, and 
Henneneutics,pp. 74-75,184n. 203;E. R.Wolfson, "The DoctrineoftheSefimt 
in the Prophetic Kabbalah of Abraham Abulda," Jewish Studies Quarterly 2 
(1935): 346 n. 31. Regarding Abulafia's critical stance vis-&-vis talmudic 

scholars who pursued political power, glory, and money, see Berger. 
"Messianic Self-Consciousness of Abraham Abulafia," pp. 59-61. In spite of 
Abulafia's obvious spiritual elitism, I see little justifcation for the fuahe~ 
inference that this feeling implied a sense of tension with halaah in generaf. 
With respect to the theosophic kabbalists, Scholem's analysis is no doubt predi- 
cated on his presumption regarding the m m c  dimemion of kabbaIistic ritual 
as opposed to the arid legalism of rabbinic halakhah. For a critique of this 
position, see E. Schweid, Judaism and Mysticisrn according ro Gershom 
Scho1em:A CriricalAnalysis andPrograrnmaricDiscussion, tran.D.A. Weinel 
(Atlanta, 1985) pp. 87-101; M. Idel, "Rabbinism Versus Kabbalism: 
On G. Schobm's Pftenomenology of Judaism," Modern Judaism ll(1991): 
281-296; idem, ''Ritual and Mysticism in Geronese Kabbalah," pp. 
128-130. 

8 See G. Scholeem, On the Kabbalah and Its Sy~nbolism, trans. R. Manheim 
(New Yorb, 1969), pp. 8-11, and discussion in E. R. Wolfson, Through o 
Speculum That Shines: Vision and Imagination in Medieval Jewislz Mysti. 
cism (Princeton, 1994), pp, 56-58. See also S .  Magid, "Gershom 
Scholem's Ambivalence Toward Mystical Experience and His Critique oi 
Martin Buber in Light of Hans Jonas and Martin Heidegger," Journal oj 
Jewish Thought and Philosophy 4 (1995): 245-269. It is evident that, in 
Scholem's mind, the presumption regarding the formless, and hence poten- 
tially anarchic, nature of mystical experience, is related to the reticence 
and reserve on the part of kabbalists to record their own mystical experi- 
ence. See G. Scholem, "The Concept of Kavvanah in the Early Kabbalah,' 
in Studies in Jewish Thought: An Anthology of Gennan Jewish Scholar. 
ship, ed. A. Jospe metroit, 1981), pp. 162-163; Major Trends, pp. 15-16. 
121-122, 147. 

9 Major Trends, p. 10. See also On the Kabbalah, pp. 6-7,118-119; and dis- 
cussion in Schweid, Judaistn and Mysticisnz according to Gershom Sch-  
lem, pp. 27-33. 

10 Major Trends, p. 125. 
11 See Idel, Studies in the Ecstatic Kabbalah, p. 105. 
12 Idel's aaitude with respect to Abulafia's general relationship to Maimon- 

ides is well summarized in the following observation in his "Maimonides 
and Kabbalah," in Studies in Maimonides, ed. I .  Twersky (Cambridge, 
Mass., 1990), p. 56: 'The frictions between this trpe of kabbalah and 
Maimonides were minimal, with the exception of Maimonides' concep- 
tion of the Hebrew language as being conventional. Abulafia the kabbalisl 
was ready to accept most of the principles of Maimonides' religious out- 
look." On the relationship of Abulafia and Maimonides, see also Scholem, 
Major Trends, pp. 126, 138-139,383 n. 76; idem, The Kabbalah of Sefei 
ha-Temunah andAbraham Abulafia ed. J .  Ben-Shlomo (Jerusalem, 1965), 
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pp. 107, 127-129, 151-152 (in Hebrew); Wolfson, "The Doctrine of the 
Sefirot in the Prophetic Kabbalah of Abraham Abulafia," Jewish Studies 
Quarterly-3 (1996): 63-84, and the study of Altinann cited below at n. 16 

I3 Studies in the Ecstatic Kabbalah, p. viii. See idem, 'The Contribution of 
AbrahamAbulafia's Kabbalah to the Understanding of Jewish Mysticism," 
in Gershom Scholem's Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism 50 Years After, 
ed. J. Dan and P. Schiifer mbingen, 1993), pp. 129-130. 

14 Contemporary scholars who have contributed to this discussion include C. 
Sirat, S. Heller-Wdensky, M. Idel, Y. Liebes, and D. Blumenthal. In terms 
of previous scholarship, the work of D. Neumark, A. Altmam, and G. Vaj- 
da, should be singled out for the contribution that these scholars made to 
this topic. 1, too, have dealt with aspects of this issue in anumber of studies. 
See E. R. Wolfson, "God, the Intellect, and the Demiurge: On the Usage of 
the Word Kol in Abraham ibn Ezra," Revue des itudes jrtives 149 (1990): 
77-1 11; idem, "Merkavah Traditions in Philosophical Garb: Judah Halevi 
Reconsidered," Proceedings of the h r i c u n  Academy for Jewish Re- 
search 57 (1990-1991): 179-242; idem, ' m e  Theosophy of Shabbetai 
Dannolo, with Special Emphasis on the Doctrine of Sefirot in Sefer yakh- 
moni," Jewish History 6 (1992): 281-3163 idem, ''Negative Theology and 
Positive Assertion in the EarIy Kabbalah," Da'at 32-33 f 1994): V-XYII; 
idem, Through a Speculum Thar Shines, pp. 125-187,204-205,288-306; 
idem, "The Serpent's Tail: Hebraic and Hellenistic Conceptions of Wis- 
dom in Medieval Kabbalah," to appear in a special issue of Poetics Today, 
ed. D. Stern f 1998); idem, "Jewish Mysticism: APNosophical Overview," 
m The Routtedge Histoy of Jewish Philosophy, ed. D. B. Frank and 
0. Leaman (London, 1996). 

15 See Scholem, Major Trends, p. IW, idem, The Kabbalah of Sefer 
ha-Temlamh, pp. 87-90, 161, 164; idem, Kabbalah p. 54; Idel, Mystical 
Experience, pp. 16-17,22-24; idem,Kabbaiah: NavPerspectives,pp. 98-f 01. 

16 This point has been mrtde by Idd as wen. See Kabbalah: New Perspectives, 
pp. 41-42; idem, Mystical Experience, pp. 137-145. The approach of the 
philosophers and the kabbafists to p'arnei ha-rnipvor is sharply contrasted 
in a 1932 lecture delivered by A. Altmann, 'The Meaning of Religious 
Action," now printed in The Meanlag of Jewish Existence: Theological Es- 
says 1930-1939, ed. A. Ivry (Wanover, 19911, pp. 18-24. (A sharp contrast 
between philosopher and mystic is also found in Aitmann's f 935 lecture, 
"JewishMysticism,"ibid, p. 72.) See also I. Heinemann, Ta'amei ha-Mimot 
be-Sifnrt Yisra'el (Jerusalem, 1966), 1i48-49; Matt, 'The Mystic and the 
Mipot," pp. 370-376. For an attempt to nanow the gap between the philo- 
sophical and the mystical approaches to [a'amei ha-mipot. see E Talmage, 
"Appks of Gold: The Inner Meaning of SacredTexts in Medieval Judaism," 
in Jewish Spinuality From the Bible Through the MiddleAges, pp. 337-344. 

17 "Ritual and Mysticism in Geronese Kabbalah," pp. 127-128. 
18 Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 181, reaches a similar conclusion. 
19 MS Munich-BS 40, fol. 224b. Cf. Sitrei Torah, MS Paris-BN heb. 774, fols 

169a-b. In that context as well, Abulafia remarks that Maimonides onlj 
explained the reasons for the commaodments according to the literal sense 
and that the secret explanations cannot be written. Aportion of the relevan 
passage is translated in Idel, Language, Torah, and Hermeneutics, p. 64 
The notion that each commandment has an exoteric and an esoteric expia. 
nation is affvmed by the author of Ner 'Elohini, a work that reflects the in 
fluence of prophetic kabbalah. The exoteric matter ('inyan nigleh) is 
related to the contextual meaning of the scriptural text @esha[ ha-kt&) 
whereas the esoteric matter ('inyan ne 'elam) is derived through aUegorica 
exegesis ('al derekh remez). Cf. MS Munich-BS 10, fot  153b. 

20 On the treatment of gz'amei ha-mipot in Maimonides' philosophy, set 
Heinemann, Ta'amei ha-Mipot be-Sifrut Esra'el, 1:79-97; 1. 'hersky 
Introduction to f/ze Code ofMaimonides (New Haven, 1980), pp. 374471 

21 See A. AItmann, "Maimonides's Attitude Toward Jewish Mysticism," ii 
Srudies in Jewish Thought, pp. 207-209; Schobm, The Kabbalah of Sefei 
ha-Tentunah, pp. 128-129; Idel, Studies in Ecstatic Kabbalah, pp. 16-17 
idem, "Maimonides and Kabbalah," pp. 5841 ,6349 .  

22 MS Munich-BS 408, fols. 27a and 85b. 
23 Even though Abulafta maintained that in the Guide Mairnonides onh 

disclosed the reasons for the commandments according to their literal sense 
it stands to reason that he perceived that, for Maimonides, there is a thematic 
connection W g t a  'ameiha-migvot, the "reasons for the commandments,' 
andsitrei torah, the "mysteries of the Iaw."The two are, aslkersky aptly pu 
it, "cognate phenomena" in Maimonides' thinking. See Introduction to tht 
Code of Maimonides,pp. 397-400. (Already in B. Pes- 119a the expres' 
sion sitrei torah is paired with ta'amei forala, and this may very well havc 
influenced Maimonides. in annmber of rabbiic texts. the exaressionta'ame 
torah seems to signify the deeper rationales for the commandments. Cf. 'I 
Qiddushin 5:21; B. SanhedrioZlb, 102a;Pesiqta'Rabbati, ed. M. Friedmaw 
[Vienna, 18801, 14, 64a; Tmhuma', Tezaweh, 9; Heinemam, Ta'ame 
ha-Mi~vorbe-Sifrut Esra 'el, 129; andreferences cited below,n. 66.) Seealst 
the recent analysis of Maimonides' treatment of the reasons for the command 
ments in J. Stern, "Nachmanides's Conception of Ta'amei Mitzvot and It: 
Maimonidem Background," in Commandmenr and Conlmunity: New Essay, 
in Jewish Legal and Political Philosophy, ed. D. H. Frank (Albany, 1995 
pp. 141-171, esp. 142-151. In my view, Stern's suggestion that the twc 
different explanations of the c o ~ d m e n t s ,  found respectively i r  
Guide m.26-49 and m.5 1-52, correspond to the two-leveled structure ofthc 
parable, supports the observation of Twersky regarding the interrelatednes: 



of {a'amei ha-mipvot and sitrei torah in the religious philosophy of 
Maimonides. 

24 See the discussion and references cited at end of n. 3, above. 
25 MS Oxford-BL 1605, fols. 56a-b. 
26 MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1686, fol. 107a Note that in the continuation of this 

text (fol. 107b), Abulatia remarks that there are some wise Christians who 
know the mystery regarding the Torah. He even asserts that some of these 
Christians, whom he considered to be among the pious of the nations of the 
world, secretly spoke to him and revealed their true opinions. Cf. the 
discussion on the intrinsic value of biblical narrative and the commandments 
in ibid., fols. 116a-117a. In my opinion, a similar polemic against the Christi- 
ans is implicit in the statement in Zohar 3:152a: "Sirnjlarfy, the Torah has a 
body, and the commandments of the Torah are called bodies of the Torah 
(gufei torah). 'IXs body is clothed in garments, which are the stories of this 
world. The fools of the world look only at the garment, which is the narra- 
tive of the Torah, they know no more, and they do not look at what is be- 
neath that garment." I suggest that the Tools" here refer to Christians who 
accept the narratives of Hebrew Scripture (the garments) but reject the 
laws (the body). If my interpretation is correct, there is an interesting rever- 
sal implied in the zoharic passage: the Jews, and not the Christians, have 
the body of God, which is not incarnate in the person of Jesus but in the 
coinmandments of Torah. In the continuation of the zoharic text, the body 
is identified hrther as kenesset yisra'el, the Community of Israel, which 
symbolically represents the Shekhirrah. See E. R. Wolfson. ''Beaut&d 
Maiden Without Eyes: Peshat and Sod in Zoharic Hermeneutics," in The 
Midrashic Imagination: Jewish Exegesis, Thought, and History, ed. M. 
Fishbane (Albany, 19931, pp. 169 and 196 nn. 91-92. 

27 MS Munich-BS 40, fol. 224b. In Mafeah ha-Tokhehot, MS Oxford-BL 
1605, fol. 38b, the generic reason given for the commandments is to incul- 
cate the fear of God. Cf. ibid., fof. Mb. In Mafe& Ila-Hokhinot, MS NY- 
JTSA Mic. 1686, fol. 102a, Abulafia notes that the righteous observe the 
Torah out of fear, the pious out of love, and the prophets out of a combina- 
tion of fear and love, which is the ultimate perfection. Cf. Scholem, Major 
Trends, p. 138. 

28 See Wersky, Introduction to the Code of Maimonldes, pp. 300 and 417. In 
Sfwmer Mi~wah, MS Paris-BN he%. 853, foI. 57b, Abulatia explicitiy 
mentions shelemut ha-nefesh andshelemut ha-guf, but he there adds a third 
category, shelemut ha-sekhel. For Maimonides, shelemut ha-nefesh is 
identical with shele~nut ha-sekhel. Abulafia offers a threefold classifica- 
tion of the commandments in Hayyei ha-Nefesh, MS Munich-BS 408, foi. 
9%: m i p a t  de'ot, the commandments that instruct about the true views 
regarding what exists in the human, nanual, and divine spheres; m i p o t  

middor, the commandments that arouse knowledge in the virtuous soul by 
giving instruction in the proper path, and mimot ma'asiyyoz, the com- 
mandments that perfect human communities. The passage is translated and 
analyzed in Idel, tanguage, Torah, andHemeneutics, p. 56, and seep. 177 
n. 134, where the influence of Maimonides, Guide of the Petplexed, III.28, 
is duly noted. 
The attributes of b k h m h  and binah occupy a special place in Abul&a's 
thinking as may be gathered, for example, from the following comment in 
Sefer ha-Wesheq, MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1801, fol. 4a: ''The combiiation of 
one name to another is the combination of hokhmah and binah in the image 
of the combination of the sun and the moon." In other contexts, Abulafia 
emphasizes the triad of hokhmah, bimh, and da'ar. Cf. 'Ozar 'Eden Gan- 
uz, MS Oxford-BL 1580, fol. 155b; 'Imrei Shefer, MS Munich-BS 40, fol. 
238b. 
See M. Idef, "The Writings of Abraham Abulafia and His Teaching," Ph.D. 
dissertation, Hebrew University, 1976, p. 438 (in Hebrew); idem, Kabba- 
lah: New Perspectives, pp. 146449,204; idem, Hasidism Between Ecstasy 
andMagic (many, 19951, pp. 228-232. 
Wolfson, "Doctrine of the Sefirot," 47-62. 
MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1686, fol. 110a. 
MS Munich-BS 408, fol. 10b. 
The nexus between the mysreries of the Torah and the tradition about the 
name is already evident in Abulafia's first work, Get ha-Shemot, MS 
Oxford-BL 1658, fof. 102a; "I have previously informed you that the 
mysteries of the Torah refer to the explicit name." 
On the identitication of ma'aseh merkavah as knowiedge of the name in 
the writings ofAbulafm, see Scholem, Major Trends, p. 143; Idel, Mystical 
Experience, p. 21; idem, Language, Torah, and Hermeneutics, pp. 18, 
49-52. 
See Wolfson, 'Qoctrine of the Sefirot," 63-84. For discussion of Maim- 
onides' position, see S. Pies ,  'The L i ta t ions  of Human Knowledge ac- 
cording to Al-Farabi, Ibn Bajja, and Maimonides," in Studies in Medieval 
Jewish Hisrory and Literature, ed. 1. Twershy (Cambridge, Mass., $979), 
pp. 82-109; A. Altmann, "Maimonides on the Intellect and the Scope 
ofMetaphysics," in idem, Von der mitrelalterlichen zur hdernen 
Auf2Eiirung: Srudien zzrr jiidischen Geistesgeschichre (Tiibingen, 1987), 
pp. 60-129; and, more recently, H. Kasher, "Self-Cognizing Intellect and 
Negative Attributes in Maimonides' Theology," Harvard Theological Re- 
view 87 (1994): 461-472. * 

MS Munich-BS 408, fol. lob. 
In Shomer Migwah, MS Paris-BN b6b. 853, fols. 58b-62a, Abulafia has a 
lengthy discussion on the necessity to perfect the moral virtues (middot) 



before one attains intellectual perfection. In the introductory remark to this 
discussion (fol. 58b), Abulafia speaks of the "mysteries of all the com- 
mandments" (sitrei kol ha-mi~wot). That is, the commandments are the 
means by which the individual attains the two kinds of perfection, the 
moral. and the inteliectual. These are correlated further with two kinds of 
providence, the general providence that extends to the human species and 
the individual providence over those who have actualized their inteLIectual 
faculties. Cf. Mafeah ha-Hokhmot, MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1686, fol. 11 lb. 
MS Oxford-BL 1582, fol. 5b. 
Ibid., fol. 6a. For discussion of this theme in Abulafia's writings and cita- 
tion of some of the key texts that I have translated as well, see M. Idel, 
"Sitre 'Arayot in Maimonides' Thought," in Maimonides and Philosophy: 
Papers Presented at the Sixfh Jerusalem Philosophical Encountel; May 
1985, ed. S. Pines and Y. Yovel (Dordrecht, 1986), pp. 87-89. 
B. Shabbat 146% Yevamot 103b, 'Avodah Zarah 22b. 
MS Oxford-BL 1582, fol. 6b. On the description of Satan as "born from the 
uncircumcised tail" and the one "who uncovers nakedness," cf. ibid., fol. 
60b, translated and analyzed in Idel, Mystical Experience, p. 122. 
This represents a deviation from the biblical text according to which the 
purposk of the last pair of wings was to fly and not to cover the heart. 
h is evident that Abulafia's interpretation only makes sense if one assumes 
that the feet here are understood as a symbolic displacement of the phallus. 
I have discussed the evoiution of this symbolism in "Images of God's Feet: 
Some Observations on the Divine Body in Judaism," in People of the Body: 
Jews and Judaism Fran An Embodied . Perspective, ed. H .  Eilberg- 
Schwartz (Albany, 1992), pp. 143-181. In light of the phallic connotation 
of the feet, one can understand the ciassification of esoteric subjects in 
Abulafia's Sefer Ita-Mekmamed, MS Paris-BN hkb. 680, fol. 29%: sod 
rna'aseh livnat la-sappir, sod ma'aseh bere 'shit, and sod ma 'aseh merkavah. 
It is evident that the first item refers to 'arayot, based on the association of 
ma'aseh Ikwt 1w-sappir and the feet of God (cf. Exod. 24: 10) and the sym- 
bolic sigm6cance of the feet as a displacement for the phallus or genitals. 
MS Paris-BN h6b. 774, fol. 134b. InMafeah ha-Tokhehot, MS Oxford-Bf. 
1605, fol. 88b, a connection is made between the phallus, described as the 
"organ of circumcision" ('ever bent milah), the account of creation 
(ma'aseh bere'shitf, and the account of the chariot (ma'aseh naerkavah), 
which is associated more specificdy with the celestial beasts who bear the 
throne. 
Cf. Shorner Mi.pvah, MS Paris-BN hCb. 853, fol. 56a. See also ibid, fols. 
64a-b, where Abulafia discusses the necessity to restrict the &sclosure of 
secrets to the modest fzanu'a), which I assume refers to someone who has 
mastered his sexual energy. The explicit connection between uncovering 

the genitials and disclosure of secrets, with a W e r  link to drunkenness, is. 
made in ibid., fol. 65a. On the association of W e n e s s  and illicit sexual. 
relations, particularly in the narrative regarding Noah (Gen. 9:20-24), cf. 
Mafeah ha-Hokhmot, MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1686, fols. lOla and 112a. On 
the connection of the technique of permutation (zenrff, sexual purity 
(shemirat ha-berit), and circumcision of the heart (millat ha-lev), cf. Sefer 
Ijrayyim, MS Munich-BS 285, fol. 22a. On the transmission of secrets 
through the dralectic of disclosure and concealment, cf. Sefer lta-Melig, 
MS Munich-BS 285, fol. 17a. 

47 The nexus of the mysteries of Torah, the mystical explanation of the 
commandments, and prophecy is related specifically to the book of Job in 
Shomer Mizwah, MS Paris-BN h6b. 853, fol. 58a. Cf. ibid., fol. 39a: "The 
Torah and the commandments instruct and command us to walk in the ways 
of wisdom and they inform us about the secrets of the sciences of nature 
and the depth of the divine wisdom (sitrei rfiokhrnot ha-[eva' we-'otneq 
bokhmat ha-'elohut), which are called by us the wisdom of the account of 
creation and the wisdom of the account of the chariot (hokhk t  ma'aseh 
bere'shit we-hokh~nat rt~a'aseh nterkavah)." Here, again, we see that Abul- 
afia Iinhs the commandments to the metaphysical and physical knowledge. 
On the philological and conceptual background of the expression 'omeq 
hokhmat ha-'elokict employed in this passage, see M. Idel, "Secrecy, Binah 
and Derishah," in Secrecy and Concealment: Studies in the his tor^^ of 
Mediterranean and Near Eastern Religions, ed. H .  G. Kippenberg and 
G. G. Stroumsa 1995), p. 317 n. 24. 

48 MSMunich-BS285,fol. 10a. 
49 Ibid. Cf. A. Jellinek; "Sefer ha-0t: Apokalypse des Pseudo-Propheten und 

Pseudo-Messias Abraham Abulafia," in Jubelschrifi zum Sibzigsten 
Geburtstage des Prof: DI: H. Graetz (Breslau, 1887), p. 70: "Through the 
attributes of His names He reveals His actions, and when His name is uni- 
fied He informs us of His essence." 

50 MS Paris-BN h6b. 853, fols. 71b73a. On the knowledge of the secrets of 
the commandments, cf. ibid., fols. 58a-b. 

51 It is of interest to note that inNer 'Eiohim, MS Munich-BS 10, fol. 153a. an 
analogy is made between God's actions and the commandments, for both 
are portrayed as means by which the supernal atmbutes of God become 
known. 

52 Genesis Rabbah 44:l; Leviticus Rabbah 13:3; Tanbum', Shemini 8 (ed. S. 
Buber, 12); see Heinemann, Ta'anaei ha-Mipvot be-Sifrur Yisra'el, 1:25. 

53 That is, the expression zeenrfha-'oriyyor = 1214, which is also the numeri- 
cal value of shk'ina lesbnot. Abul&a utilizes this numerology to support 
the point that the act of letter-combination comprises all seventy Ian- 
guages. The wordshiv'irn, "seventy," is missing here in the manuscript, but 



I have added it because it is necessary in order to render the numerology 
correct. The continuation of the passage, which explicitfy mentions the 
number seventy, confirms that my restoration is plausible. For some other 
sources where this numerology occurs in Abulafia's writings, see Idel, 
Language, Torah, and Hermeneutics, p. 142 n. 47. The idea expressed by 
this numerology is that the Torah i s  the ideal or universal language that 
comprises all other languages withh itself. See Xdel, op. cit., pp. 9-10, 
22-27, and the accompanying note.. 
The fiashmal here symbolizes the Active Intellect or Metagon. Cf. "Sefer 
ha-bt," pp. 78-71; "For the name of the h h m a l  is yod, and his name is 
like the name of his Master, who creates him entirely full of eyes, he sees 
but is not seen, and he guides the powers of the created beings." See E. R. 
Wolfson, Along the Parh: Studies in Kabbalisdc Myth, Symbolism, and 
Hennerseutics (Albany, 1995), p. 120 n. 62. 
MS Munich-BS 408, fol. 69a. 
Guide of the Perplexed IfI.26, trans. S. Pines (Chicago, I963), p. 508. 
MS Milan-BA 53, fol. 171a. For a translation of the fuller context whence 
this passage is extracted, see Idel, Mystical Experience, pp. 185-186. 
See Idel, op. cit., p. 210 n. 33. 
MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1801, fol. 31b. 
Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 180, notes that Abulafia's expression holdmat ha- 
?emf is a play on the double meaning of the term gemf exemplified in ?emf 
ha-'otiyyot, i.e., "combination of the letters," and ?emf ha-levavot, "puri- 
fication of the hearts." Abulaiia's use of this dictum bears some resem- 
blance to the explanation of Naiynanides, which goes beyond 
Maimonides' utilitarian reading. Cf. Perush ha-Ramban 'al ha-Torah, ed. 
C. Chavel (Jerusalem, 1984), 2~449, ad Deut. 22:6; Stern, "Nachmanides's 
Conception of Ta'amei Mitzvot," pp. 153-154; and see especially Judah 
ben Bezalel Loew of Prague, Ef lf'eret Esra'el, ed. H. Pards (Tel-Aviv, 
1979), ch. 7 ,  pp. 125-131.Although the Maharal's position does not reflect 
the technical language of the ecstatic kabbalah, it is of interest to note that, 
in a manner consonant with Abulafia, he understood the idiom lezaref 
ha-beriyyoz to mean the purification of the rationai soul from the body 
resulting in the experience of conjunction (devequt) with God. The mizwot 
serve this function because they are divine intelligibles (sikhliyyot 
'elohdyyor), and thus the one who is conjoined to the m i p o t  is conjoined to 
the supernal intellect by means of which one is conjoined to God. Through 
the mipvot, therefore, one's rational soul is purified from the body and it is 
conjoined to God. Cf. ibid., ch. 8, pp. 133-134; ch. 9 ,  pp. 138-140; ch. 59, 
p. 465. On rnipvot as the means for purification of the soul, cf. idem, 
Hiddrtshe 'Aggadot (Jerusalem, 19721, 3:189 (on the tractate Sanhedrin). 
On devequt as a religious ideal in the Maharal's thought, see B. L. Sherwin, 

Mystical Theology and Social Dissent: The L@e a d  Works of h d a h  Loerv 
of Prague (Rutherford, 1982), pp. 75, 114, 122-141. Sherwin, op. cit., 
pp. 53, 131, 133, 138-140, noted the possible mfluence of the Maharal's 
understanding of devequt on Beshtim Hasidism. Regarding this relation: 
ship, see also B. Safran, "Maharat and Early Hasidism," in Hasidism: 
Continuity or Innovation?, ed. B. Safran (Cambridge, Mass., 19881, pp. 
47-144, esp. 74-91. On the possible influence of the Mahard on Hasidism,. 
see dso Scholem, Major Trends, p. 339; Idel, Hasidis~ir Benveen Ecstasy 
and Magic, pp. 11,256 n. 48,279 n. 82,366 n. 8,381 n. 55. 
MS Oxford-BL 1580, fol. 161a. For a Werent translation, see Idel, 
Myszical E-sperience, p. 143. 
Perush ha-Ramban 'a1 ha-Torah, Introduction, 1:7. 
Of the many relevant examples in Abulaiia's corpus, I here mention a small 
representative sampling: 'Itnrei S l ~ f e r ,  MS Munich-BS 40, fol. 235b; ' 0 ~ a r  
'Eden Ganuz, MS Oxford-BL 1580, fols. 26a and 171a; eayyei ha-'Olant 
ha-Ba', M S  Oxford-BL 1582, fol. 4la;Mafieah ha-Hokhmot, MS NY-rTSA 
Mic. 1686, fols. 96a, 102a; Mafteah ha-Shemot, MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1897, 
fol. 94b; euyyei ha-Nefesh, MS Munich-BS 408, fol. 87b; Gun Na'ul, MS 
Munich-BS 56, fol. 317a; see Idef, Language, Torah, Hermeneutics, pp. 
4647 ,66 ,  171 n. 88. 
MS Paris-BN h a .  774, fol. 118b. 
Ibid., fol. 119a. 
Cf. Midrash 'Otiyyot de-Rabbi 'Aq iv~ ' ,  in Battei Midrashot, ed. S. A. 
Wertheimer, second edition enlarged by A. J. Wertheimer (Jerusalem, 
1980), 2:367-368; Pseuda-Seder Etiahu Zuta (Dereclz Erec und P i r e  
Eliezer), ed. M. Friedmann 1904), p, 32; Se'udat Gun 'Eden, in 
Bet ha-Midrash, ed. A. JeIlinek (Jerusalem, 1967), 5:45. See below, n. 70. 
MS Paris-BN heb. 774, fols. 119a-b. 
I am not suggesting that Naipnanides hermeneutically applied kabbalistic 
meaning to every or even the vast majority of the commandments in the 
Torah. On the conuary, as a number of scholars have noted, Ndpanides 
explicitly limits the use of kabbalistic interpretation to the apparently irra- 
tional buqqim. See Matt, "The Mystic and the Mi~wot," pp. 379-382; D. 
Novak, The Theology of Nahmanides Systematically Presented (Atlanta, 
1992). pp. 8-14,119-124, In spite of the correctness of this assessment, it is 
reasonable to assume that Nalpnanides viewed the reasons for the com- 
mandments more generally as the essential element of kabbalah and the 
performance of ritd in a mystical vein. See Henoch, Nachinanides Phi- 
losopher and Mystic, pp. 35-62; M. Idel, "We Have No Kabbalistic Tradi- 
tion on This," in Rabbi Moses Nahmanides (Ramban): Explorations in His 
Religious and Liferary Bmosity, ed. I. Twersky (Cambridge, Mass., 1983), 
pp. 63 and 67; Katz, Halakhah and Kabbalah, pp. 30-31; the study of Stern 





MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1801, fol. 9b. See 'Idel, Mystical Experience, p. 89. The 
identification of the angel and the' glory is a repeated motif in Jewish 
mysticism. See Wolfson, %rough a Speculum That Shines, pp. 63-64, 
223-228, 255-263. 
This aspect of the ecstatic experience was duly noted by Scholem, Majar 
Trends, pp. 141-142. See also Idel, Mystical Experience, p- 90. A par- 
ticularly poignant expression of the mystical overcoming of the external- 
internal dichotomy is found ' O ~ a r  'Eden Ganuz, MS Oxford-BL 1580, fol. 
24a: "In the secret of twenty-two letters from which my flesh was created 
[kaf-beit = 512 = besari], and an allusion to this is [in the verse] 'I would 
behold God from my flesh,' mi-besari 'ekzeh 'eloha (Job 19:26), for he is 
the archon in me [sar bi, which is made up of the same consonants as 
besanl." It is important to note that on occasion Abulzfia adopts a much 
more cautious approach by emphasizing that an embodied human cannot 
become fully identical with a separate intellect and thus one cannot have 
complete howledge of God. For example, cf. 'Or ha-Sekhel, MS Vatican- 
BA ebr. 233, fol. 22b. 
Cf. Sha'are Zedeq, ed. 5. E. Parush (Jerusalem, 1989). p. 24, translated in 
Scholem, Major Trends, p. 152; see also Idel, Mystical Experience, pp. 
76-77. 
The relevant passage was &st published by G. Scholem, Riwe Yad ba- 
Qabbalah (Je~salem, 1940), p. 228; referred to as well in idem, Major 
Trends, p. 383 n. 83. See now JudahAlbo+, Szrllam ha-'Aliyyah, ed. J. E. 
Parush (Jerusalem, 1989), p. 74. 
MS Oxford-BL 1582, fol. 5 Ib, corrected according to MS Moscow-RSL, 
Gizberg 133, fol. 70b. For different translations of this passage, see 
Scholem, Major Trends, p. 136 and Idel, Mystical Experience, p. 39. 
Abulafza's text is copied (without attribution) in Alboyini's Slrllam ha- 
'Aliyyah, p. 73. 
See Guide HI. 5 1. 
Abulafia, in part following Maimonides, characterizes the separation of 
the soul from the body, which results from the meditational practices, as a 
mystical dying. Cf. Hayyei ha-'Olam ha-Ba', MS Oxford-BL 1582, fols. 
14b and 52b; Idel, Mystical Experience, pp. 18CL184; M. Fishbane, The 
Kiss of God: Spirifual and Mysrical Dearh in Judaism (Seattle, 1994), pp. 
3 9 4 .  
MS Vatican-BA ebr. 233, fols. 109a and 1 lOa. This passage is translated 
and discussed in Idel, Mystical Experience, pp. 38-39. 
Scholem, Major Trends, p. 138. Although Scholem correctly emphasizes 
the disciplined approach to contemplation in Abulafia, he does not discuss 
it against the background of the patterns of normative ritual. 
MS Paris-BN hbb. 853, fol. 74b. 

See Idel, Mystical Experience, p. 41. 
MS Oxford-BL 1582, fol. 12b. 
Cf. "Sefer ha-&" p. 71. Significantly, AbuI&a's insistence that he has- 
tens to the commandments is followed immediately by a descrip- 
tion of the meditational techniques of writing and combining the names of 
God that he practiced. 
On the identification of the Torah and the Active Intellect, see Scholem, 
Major Trends, p. 141; Idel, Language, Torah, and Henneneufics, pp. 
35-38,77-79, and 163 n. 33. 
MS Oxford-BL 1580, fol. 19b. Cf. a similar reworking of Ben Bag Bag's 
dictum in Mafieah iw-Sefirot, MS Milan-BA 53, fol. 164b, cited by Scho- 
lem, Major Trends, p. 141. See above, n. 70. On the identification of the 
Active Intellect and the commandments, cf. Sefer ha- 'Edut, MS Munich- 
BS 285, fol. 39b, translated in Idel, Mystical Experience, p. 127. 
MS Munich-BS 58, fol. 323a. 
Cf. Abuldia's description in gayyei ha-'Ohm ha-Ba', MS Oxford-BL 
1582, fols. 24a-b: "Know, understand, and contemplate that the Torah i s  
entirely contained in these twenty-two letters.. . . And it is known to 
everyone who has howledge of Torah that in truth only the Torah is the 
Tree of Life, that is, the holy letters. Thus it is equal numerically to [the 
word] n~egulgelet." 
MS Oxford-BL 1582, fols. 18a-b, conected in part by MS Moscow-RSL, 
Giinzberg 133, fols. 53b-54a. 
That is, the biblical expression ki fov, "that it was good," has the same nu- 
merical value of koah y-;, i.e., kaf-het and yod-yet, which respectively 
equal twenty-eight and nineteen. Abulafia relates these two numbers to 
the solar and the lunar rotations, the former occuring in twenty-eight years 
and the latter in  nineteen. 
MS NY-STSA Mic. 1686, fol. 114a. 
In the continuation of this passage, the expression "in the image of God," 
be-gelem 'elohim, is equated numerically toilbraham. This numerology is 
implicit in Sefer ha-Bahir, '$ 8, a source that most probably influenced 
Abulafia's formulation. Implied in the Abuiafian text may also be the rab- 
binic depiction of Abraham as someone who fulfilled all the commadd- 
ments. 
MS NY-JTSAMic. 1897, fol. 53b. 
Another noteworthy ritual that A b u l ~ a  interprets in a mystical vein is 
that of the fringe garment (pizit). Cf. the lengthy treatment of this com- 
mandment in Shomer Mipvah, MS Paris-BN heb. 853, fols. 74b-76b; and 
the briefer analysis in Mafleeah ha-Tofiehot, MS Oxford-BL 1605, fol. 
90a. That Abulafta considered certain rituals as representative of the effi- 
cacy of ritual in general is evident fromhis remark in Shomer M w h ,  MS 



Paris-BN heb. 553, fofs. 77b-78% that from his discussion regarding the 
priestly blessing, phylacteries, and the fringe gannent, one could bring a 
proof concerning all the commandments. 

109 MS Vatican-BA ebr. 233, fof. 116b. In the continuation of this passage, 
Abulafia provides three examples of the letters of the divine name being 
added to a person's name: Joshua to whom the letter yod was added to the 
beginning; Abraham to whom the Ietter he' was added in the middle; and 
Elijah to whom the leaer waw was added to the end. 

110 The correlarion of circumcision and the divine name is aIso implied in 
ShomerMI~walt, MS Paris-BN h6b. 853, fol. 54a. For extended discussion 
of this mot~f, see E. R. Wolfson, "Circumcision and the Divine Name: A 
Study in the Transmission of Esoteric Doctrine," Jewish Quarterly Re- 
view 78 (1987): 77-112. The possible impact of this esoteric hadition on 
Maimonides has been noted by J. Stem, %Maimonides on the Covenant of 
Circumcision and the Unity of God," in 17re Midrashic Imagination: Jew- 
ish Exegesis, Thought, and History (Aibany, 1993), ed. M. Fishbane (Al- 
bany, 1993), pp. 145-146. 

I1 1 In Sitrei Torah, MS Paris-BN heb. 774, fol. 134b, Abul&a characterizes the 
secret of circumcision in terms of the uniti of sekhel, nlaskil, and rnwkal. 
which is the nature of divine knowledge experienced by the mystic in a state 
of unitive consciousness: 'me secret of circumcision refers to the lower man 
who comprises the three [aspects]: at first he is that which is intellectualized 
~nzuskd.  and in tbe middle he is the one who intellectualizes ( m k i 0 ,  and in 
the end he is the intellect (sekhel)." This is an alternative way of expressing 
the same idea conveyed by the correla!ion of circumcision and knowledge of 
the divine name. ~ n ~ e f e r - h a - ~ e s h e ~ ,  MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1801, fol. 3b, the 
state of consciousness that results &om the practice of letter-combination is 
characterized as "the intellect inteBectualizing the intellectuaked," 
ha-sekhel ha-nmkil 'et ha-micskal. Cf. the Abulafian text translated 
by Scholem, Major Trends, p. 141, and see Idel, Mystical Experience, pp. 
124-134, and idem, Studies in the Ecstatic Kabbalah, pp. 1-31. 

112 MS Munich-BS 223, fo1.231b. 
113 MS Oxford-BL 1580, f01.4b. 
114 I have here offered a brief summa*y of my elaborate argument in "Doc- 

trine of the Sefrrot." An important passage that I neglected to mention in 
that study is Sefer ha-Melammed, MS Paris-BN h6b. 680, foi. 298a: "This 
is a great secret from the totality of secrets conceming the ten sefirot 
beliinah to indicate that God, blessed be He, comprises each sefirah but 
He is not the sefirah. All the sefirot, however, are in Him for they are not 
found apart from E m  and His power is their existence." 

115 Further evidence of the influence of theosophic kabbalah on Abulafia's 
mystical understanding of circumcision may be gathered from the com- 

ment in Mafeafi ha-Shentor, MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1897, fol. 60a: "the sev- 
enth sefirah is in the attribute of circumcision." The reference to the sev- 
enth sefirah obviously reflects a theosophic tradition concerning Yesod, 
which is in the phallic position of the divine anthropos and thus is desig- 
nated as the attribute of circumcision. Consider alsoAbuIafiaYs description 
of Sabbath in Shomer Miwah, MS Paris-BN h6b. 853, foIs. 7Sa-b: "The 
secret of the Sabbathis the day in which all action is forbidden, but the days 
of the week are the six days of action, and concerning [the SabbathJzakhor 
pxod. 20:8] andshanzor Deut. 5:12] were uttered in one word. . . and this 
is the matter of the seventh sefirah, which is called the holy palace that is 
set in the middle [Sefer Yeziralz 431." In the conhuation of this passage, 
Abulafia describes how the seven sefrot are derived from three: the three 
sefrot are confrguredas a triangle, and when three is squared one gets nine, 
which are ~ o ~ g u r e d  as three intersecting triangles. However, when the 
three hiangles axe aligned atop one another, the nine points are reduced to 
seven because the three midpoints are merged into one. Abulafia also des- 
cribes this in terms of the image of the center of the circle and the six radii 
that come out from it. Regarding this image, cf. Mafreah ha-Shemor, MS 
NY-JTSAMic. 1897, fol. 83b, and Mafeah ha-Tokheho?, MS Oxford-BL 
1605, fol. 24a. On the mystical significance of Sabbath, cf. Mafreah ha- 
H o k h r ,  MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1686, fol. 99b. Abulafia's description of 
Sabbath reflects the symbolic language of theosophic kabbalah, especially 
the relevant passages &om Sefer ha-Bahir, $5 180-184, which he cites 
explicitly in 'Obar 'Eden Ganuz, MS Oxford-BL 1585, fol. 14b. 
M. Shabbat 19:6. 
Cf. Yayyei ha-Nefeslz, MS Munich-BS 408, fols. 6a-b. Regarding the dia- 
lectic of concealment and disclosure related to circumcision as treated in 
theosophic kabbalah, see E. R. Wolfson, Circle in the Square: Studies in 
Use of Gender In Kabbalistic Symbolism (Albany, 1995), pp. 42-47; 
idem, Through a Speculum That Shines, pp. 359-360. 
Guide UI.49, p. 609. The first reason that Maimonides offers for the rite of 
circumcision is the weakening of the sexual drive, which is related spe- 
cifically to the cutting of the foreskin. Regarding the use of this rationale 
to explain the ritwl of circumcision, see Wolfson, Circle in the Square, 
p. 145 n. 32. Cf. the introduction to the rationale for circumcision in Jacob 
ben Jacob ha-Kohen's Sefer ha- 'Orah, printed in Abrams, ''The 'Book of 
Illumination'," p. 298: 'This composition is called the 'book of separa- 
tion' (sefer ha-perishah), for whoever is occupied with it separates him- 
self from the sin regarding which most people stumble since they follow 
their [evil] inclination in this matter more than all other transgressions." 
This introduction only makes sense if one bears in mind that the rite of cir- 
cumcision entails a weakening of the sexual drive connected to the male 





MS Vatican-BA ebr. 233, foh. 25a-26b. 
That is, both equal 541. 
The numerical value of sekhel ha-po'el is 541, which is the value of the 
word yisra'el. The idea conveyed by this numerology is that the Active 
Intellect is identified as MeRRon, one of whose names is "Israel." 
Again, both expressions equal 541. 
Abulafia is obviously playing on the word tomkheha in Prov. 3: 18 and the 
expression tantkhei ha-rorah. The mipvot are alluded to in the word 
me'ushshar whose numerical value is the same as that of the word ha- 
mipvot. Abulafia's point, then, is that the commandments support the To- 
rah in its mystical valence. 
MS Oxford-BL 1582, fol. 7a. For a different translation and analysis of 
this passage, see Idel, Language, Torah, and Hermeneutics, p. 36. 
Cf. Ner 'Elohirn, MS Munich-BS 10, fol. 170a. It is woah nothing that 
some other thirteenth-century Jewish mystics developed an approach to 
the commandments similar to the orientation that one finds in works of 
prophetic kabbalah. One striking example is the position adopted by 
Jacob ben Jawb ha-Kohen in his Sefer ha-'Orah. According to this 
kabbalist, the mystical reason adduced for various commandments is the 
conjunction of the rational soul to the Intellect, personified as the angelic 
Mepfron or the glorious Shekkinah, experienced as an illumination. (See 
Scholem, The Kabbalah of Sefer ha-Xemunah, p. 87; idem, Kabbalah, p. 
56.) The purpose of the mipvot, therefore, is to provide the mechanism by 
which this conjunction takes place. Such aview is stated either expIicitIy 
or implicitly in a number of passages in this anthology of mystical revela- 
tions. Cf. Abrams, "The 'Book of Illumination', " pp. 254,260,267,292, 
305,308,309,310,356,357,367,371,372-374,388,390,409,411,416, 
419,434. On the connection of the Torah, the Intellect, Me$fron (referred 
to as the "archon of the intellect," sar ha-sekhel), and the sod of Moses, 
cf. ibid., pp. 326 and 350-351. Although this kabbalist was operating 
within a more strictly Neoplatonic ontology as opposed to Abulafia's 
Aristotelian framework, it is  evident that the shared presumption is that 
h i f i i e n t  of the commandments eventuates in a state of conjunction be- 
tween rhe human and the divine intellects. 
Sha'are Bdeq, p. 22. The relevant passage is translated in Scholem, 
Major Trends, pp. 148-149. 
See Matt, "The Mystic and the Mizwot," pp. 372-375; Wolfson, "Mysti- 
cal Rationalization of the Commandments in Sefer ha-Rimmon," pp. 
249-250. 
Cf. Eleazar's Sod Ma 'aseh Bere khit printed in Sefer Razi'el {Amsterdam, 
1701), To. For discussion of this text, see E. R. WoIfson, "The Mystical 
Signrficance of Torah Study in German Pietism," Jewish Quarterly Re- 
view 84 (1  993): 44-45. 




